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You see and handle Bell Inc.'s products almost daily. Its customers include McDonald's, the U.S. Postal Service, General Electric and Kraft Foods.

Bell makes packaging at two locations in Sioux Falls. Marianne Von Seggern, 47, Bell's vice president of strategic development, makes sure the production lines run quickly and efficiently.

She's eager to help other companies do so also as a new board of directors member of Dakota Manufacturing Extension Partnership.

QUESTION: How did you become involved with MEP?

ANSWER: In 2003, Bell start implementing lean initiatives and we utilized MEP. We learned a lot. We sent our employees to the Lean 101 training every quarter. Lean manufacturing is how to reduce waste and increase efficiency.

Q: The MEP's Web site, www.ndmep. com, says the group helps companies in "finding, training, rewarding and retaining quality employees." How does Bell's philosophy fit in with this?

A: Our strategy here at Bell is to invest in our employees for the long-term. That really creates the competitive edge ... and that makes the difference to the customer. Our challenge is to let the labor pool know what career opportunities there are in manufacturing.

Q: How have you used lean manufacturing at Bell?

A: The (former) Jordan Manufacturing building (Bell bought in 2005) is long and narrow and our process is also linear. So the raw materials come in one end of the building and then each of our processes is set up in order. The building ... fits right in with the lean manufacturing philosophy.

Q: What do you make at Bell?

A: (For example), we make the overnight envelopes for the post office for the whole country. We're the sole supplier. We make McDonald's french fry cartons.

Q: Do people perceive manufacturing as unskilled labor?

A: I think years ago there was that blue- collar thing, but (not now). We have people come in (to Bell) to do professional training certifications. Manufacturing has become much more skill-oriented. There's a lot more technology involved to do the jobs.

Q: What are some of your goals as you work with MEP?

A: To get young people interested in careers in manufacturing. That takes training and educational opportunities. I would like to bring that model to South Dakota and the Sioux Falls region, to colleges and technical schools, to prepare students for manufacturing.

Q: What sets the Dakotas apart in manufacturing?

A: I think that manufacturing is probably stronger in this part of the country than in other parts of the country. We have more small- and medium-sized, locally owned manufacturers. And we are recognized here in the Midwest for the work ethic of our people. We hear that in our travels nationally and internationally. But we have a small labor pool due to the low unemployment. We want people to view it as a career with the ability to learn.
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