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Good afternoon! Thank you for attending the Northeast Wisconsin Manufacturing 
Alliance’s full membership meeting in conjunction with the New North Summit. This 
afternoon, the Alliance will recognize its 2017 All Star winners and announce the 
results of the 2017 Northeast Wisconsin Manufacturing Vitality Index study. For those 
of you who are not familiar with the Alliance, we are a manufacturer-led organization 
with more than 200 members throughout the New North.  This was a very exciting 
year for the Alliance, we celebrated our 10 year anniversary on June 6 at Lambeau 
Field.  This past year, the Board of Directors developed a five year strategic plan for 
the organization, we enhanced our vision, which is “Every Northeast Wisconsin 
manufacturers will find the talent it needs.”  We believe this is the reason why we got 
started and directs us in all we do as an organization.  Over the ten years there has 
been a lot the organization has accomplished to help members find the talent it 
needs.  Let’s watch this short video that was shown at the 10 year anniversary in June 
reflecting back over the past 10 years.
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A special thank you to Element for designing the 10 year anniversary magazine and 
opening video.
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One of the chief metrics our organization has had since its foundation in 2006 is our 
goal of increasing the number of people enrolled in New North technical colleges. I 
would like to share with you the increase in enrollments from 2005 to 2015 in just a 
couple of degree programs.  In machine-related degree programs, we have seen a 
significant increase from 180 students in 2005 to 512 people enrolled in 2015.
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Enrollments in Welding degree programs have increased from 193 in 2005 to 835 in 
2015.
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I do not believe we would have seen the increases in enrollments and new technical 
degree programs without manufacturers joining together, with one voice and one 
shared vision. The Alliance unites manufacturers with education, economic 
development and workforce development to help the region understand the vitality 
of our industry and the great careers that are available.  I want to thank our Associate 
members that joined this year. 
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Now 10 years later, there are more companies partnering with the Alliance.  In fact 
this year, we had a record number of new members, which was 43 new members this 
year. If you are a new manufacturing or Associate member in 2016, please stand. 
Please welcome our new members for 2016. 
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Membership growth for dues paying members has increased significantly over the 
last five years.  The Alliance now has 171 dues paying members plus another 36 
affiliate members.  We are now a membership of over 200 members!  
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The Alliance continues to invest in the pipeline of future employees by offering 
scholarships at the two- and four-year colleges in the New North. As an organization, 
we started out with $4,000 annually for scholarships, in 2015 we invested $30,000.  I 
am pleased to inform you that we increased our annual scholarships for the 
2016/2017 college term to $40,000.  New this year, due to the shortage of Tech Ed 
Teachers, the Alliance is also sponsoring educators to get their tech ed teaching 
license.  
A very important fund raising tool for our scholarship fund is the Manufacturing First 
Expo & Excellence Awards. I would like to bring Mark Meloy, CEO of First Business 
Bank, up to the stage for a special announcement.
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The Alliance sincerely appreciates First Business Bank’s partnership and continued 
support. 
Next, I’d like to share an overview of the Alliance’s 2016 activities. First, our K-12 
Taskforce led the development of manufacturing-related math problem videos. These 
videos showcase how math is used in the real world, along with giving middle and 
high school age students manufacturing career awareness. There are now 23 videos, 
filmed at EMT International, Georgia Pacific and Nercon Engineering & 
Manufacturing. On October 4, the Alliance held a video premiere, debuting the nine 
new videos filmed in 2016. Over 200 people attended, including educators from 60 
different school districts, from Slinger to Marinette. Teachers were recognized at the 
event, walking down a red carpet with signage stating “Educators are the Stars of our 
Community.”
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This year’s Awards dinner raised more than $30,000 in college scholarships compared 
to $12,000 the previous year. There were 383 attendees at the event, which 
recognized schools and educators at Fond du Lac, Freedom, Mishicot, Oostburg, and 
Sheboygan. Companies that were recognized included Alliance Laundry Systems, KI, 
Masters Gallery Foods, Nercon Engineering & Manufacturing, and NEW Water.  Ariens 
Foundation and Endries Foundation were given the Community Partnership Award.  
New this year, we recognized one college, which was Fox Valley Technical College.
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This year’s expo had over 200 exhibit spaces and more than 1,300 registered 
attendees. 550 high school students and teachers also attended the event, where 
students chose from manufacturing occupations and met with people who work in 
that career. In addition, the Alliance also facilitated one-on-one meetings between 
Alliance members exhibiting at the event and up to two potential customer.  Plus new 
this year, we invited college students to attend the afternoon portion of Day 2.   
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Our Talent Taskforce partnered with NEW ERA to host the second annual Internship 
Draft Day at Lambeau Field on November 10.  Alliance members received a 
complimentary booth at the event and met with students from 18 different colleges 
from the New North region and other colleges, such as UW-Madison and UW-
Platteville. New this year, the Alliance through the sponsorships by Plexus and Parker 
bussed students from Michigan Tech and UW Stout.  Students had the opportunity to 
have one-on-one interviews and participate in a contest to be the “number one draft 
pick” for their college.
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The Alliance continues to tweet 3-5 times a day about member news, job openings 
and information about manufacturing careers.  We now have over 1,000 people 
following us.  
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I am very pleased to announce this year’s 2017 All Stars awards. This is the ninth year 
that the Alliance has recognized the “best of the best” in manufacturing talent. One 
of the main reasons why manufacturers are so successful in northeast Wisconsin is 
the talented workforce that is here. The Alliance will be distributing 20,000 copies of 
this All Star magazine to K-12 students, educators and parents. The January issue of  
Insight on Manufacturing magazine will also contain the magazine as an insert. The 
Alliance’s website has an online version of the magazine, which includes videos of 
each All Star. I will now show you a video showcasing all of the 2017 All Star winners.
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There are so many deserving individuals working in manufacturing companies that 
were nominated, but are not recognized as an 2017 All Star Mentor. Here is a list of 
all of the Honorable Mentions in the All Star Mentor category.
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And congratulations to this year’s Honorable Mention – All Stars, too. If you are on 
the Honorable Mention list for either the Mentor or All Star category, please stand to 
be recognized. Let’s give them a round of applause.
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Now let me introduce this year’s 2017 All Stars and All Star Mentors.  
Jake Morois with EMT International is a 2017 All Star Mentor.
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Janet Rankin from KI’s Bonduel plant is a 2017 All Star Mentor. 
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And onto All Stars
Josh Buman with Heartland Label Printers
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Brian Danielson with Lindquist Machine  
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Justin Dart with Nature’s Way
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Erin Halle with Sargento Foods.
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Jacob Liimatta with EMT International.
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Tou Long Lee with Johnsonville Sausage
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Alex Peters with KI.  Alex not only is this year’s cover, but also starred in two Get Real 
Math videos.
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Andrew Rottier with Nercon Engineering & Manufacturing.
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Ryan VanCampenhout with Georgia-Pacific.
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Accepting the award for Paul Verhagen is Al Melby with A to Z Machine.

29



Congratulations to all of the All Star honorees. Now, I would like to invite Mike 
Kawleski, the Alliance’s Communications Taskforce chair and public affairs manager 
for Georgia-Pacific, to come to the stage and present the Alliance’s seventh annual 
Northeast Wisconsin 2017 Manufacturing Vitality Index. 
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Thank you, Bill. The Alliance was pleased to again sponsor this important study for 
the New North region. Understanding the health and needs of the manufacturing 
industry in northeast Wisconsin is critical for all of us, regardless if you are an 
educator, economic developer or manufacturer. Manufacturers employ 23 percent of 
the entire workforce in the New North, more than any other industry sector, so 
assessing its vitality is important. The Alliance would like to thank the University of 
Wisconsin-Oshkosh’s Business Success Center for administering the study for the 
sixth year. The sample was New North manufacturers that had $3 million or more in 
revenue, and 25 or more employees. Out of 392 possible study participants, 149 
manufacturers participated in this telephone survey.
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The study addresses several areas, including  Manufacturing Business Growth, Plant 
Modernization, Workforce Growth and the Skills Shortage. After we review the 
results, I’ll share the study’s recommendations.
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First, it is great to know that 99 percent of respondents said their companies’ 
financial health would be “healthy” or “quite healthy” in 2017.
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57 percent of those surveyed saw increased sales in 2016. If the manufacturers are 
correct with their projections for 2017, it is expected that 68 percent will see an 
increase in sales. As you see, estimated 2017 Customers and 2016 Market Share also 
show strong increases.
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Companies are investing in their facilities.  This year, 68 percent, a record number of 
companies stated that they were going to invest in modernization.   
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There is a strong forecast for hiring for 2017, with 38 percent saying they plan to hire 
in the first quarter. In subsequent quarters of 2017, more than one-third of employers 
stated that they will be hiring.
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Unfortunately, 80 percent expect to have difficulty finding people to fill their job 
openings. In the first year of the study in 2011, only 29 percent of manufacturers 
believed there was a skills shortage. It is not surprising that, with the unemployment 
rate being the lowest in many years and baby boomers retiring manufacturers are 
concerned about finding the talent they need.
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Machinists were, overwhelmingly,  the number one hard-to-fill occupation mentioned 
in this year’s survey. In fact, machinist has been the number one occupation on this 
list over the last several years of the study. Interestingly, for the second straight year, 
general labor was cited as the second most difficult to find. In a nutshell, both skilled 
and unskilled talent is in demand.
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The study also asked respondents what other “soft” or employability skills are in 
demand, but are hard to find. For the fourth year in a row, Communication was cited 
as the skill the workforce is most lacking.
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Lastly, here are a few recommendation for how to meet some of the challenges 
noted in the survey. First, the Alliance and its members are committed to working 
with K-16 educators, students and parents to help grow the future manufacturing 
workforce long-term. For example, it is critical for all manufacturers to engage with 
education by hosting plant tours, offering youth apprenticeships and working with 
your local schools as advisory members. The Alliance meets with elected officials and 
community leaders to help them understand our area’s workforce needs, and to 
discuss how they might help us solve the skills shortage. Manufacturers also need to 
consider how to capture the skills and knowledge of the huge upcoming retired 
workforce and perhaps engage some of them to stay at your company on a part-time 
basis, possibly as mentors to new hires. And, of course, manufacturers need to unite 
and have one voice, to amplify the needs of the industry. If you are a manufacturer, 
and not a member of the Alliance, I invite you to join the organization. Now, I’d like to 
invite Mark Kaiser, CEO of Lindquist Machine and incoming chair of the Alliance.  
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Mark your calendars for these important dates of many of the events taking place in 
2017.  Start now and consider what employees you can nominate for next year’s 
2018 All Stars awards.  In 2017, we are needing member companies to provide 
additional support and outreach to your local schools, such as youth apprenticeship, 
career speakers at schools, and plant tours. Lastly, you will be receiving a survey in 
2017 to assist the Alliance in understanding what K-12 outreach your company is 
doing and giving you information about other areas that you may not have 
considered.  In the 2017/2018 school year, all schools will need to implement the 
states Academic & Career Plan, which will help students make better career choices 
for what they want to do after they graduate.  Schools will be needing more help as 
they try and provide opportunities for students to explore different careers.  We need 
your help in spotlighting the great careers in manufacturing. 
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There is a lot going on, and it is because of the hard work of the Alliance’s taskforces 
that these events and activities can be executed. If you serve on the Alliance’s Board 
of Directors, or any of the taskforces from Talent, Communications, Awards Dinner, or 
K-12 taskforces, please stand to be recognized. Let’s thank these people.  I encourage 
you to get involved in one of the taskforce, if you are not already doing so.  The 
Alliance is adding new taskforces in 2017.  The K-12 taskforce will be branching out, 
due to the great work it has done with the Get Real Math videos.  This topic has 
enough work product that it is now a stand alone taskforce called STEM.  If you love 
math and engineering, please consider this taskforce which will work on the 
development of new Get Real Math videos and other STEM related activities.  The K-
12 taskforce this year will be focusing on parents.  The Alliance distributed a survey to 
schools in the region in the month of October asking parents their perceptions about 
manufacturing careers.  Over 800 parents completed the study.  The results will be 
discussed at the K-12 taskforce meeting and strategies will be developed using the 
study results.  In addition, the Talent taskforce is spinning off another taskforce 
related to retired workers.  Baby boomers are now starting to retire in greater 
numbers.  We want a taskforce working on how to engage these valued employees 
and how companies can develop strategies on harnessing their knowledge before 
they leave.  Please contact Ann if you would like to join one of these taskforces.
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I, along with the many Alliance members, am very excited about 2017. We have a lot 
of work to do, but together we will make an impact on our region and find the skilled 
workforce we need. Congratulations to all of the 2017 All Stars – we sincerely 
appreciate your dedication to your career and your industry. Please join us now for a 
cocktail reception. Thank you for coming to today’s event!
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