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Nonprofits & Philanthropy

Nonprofit looks for solutions to save the manufacturing industry

ByCorli Jay
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DeJuan Lever grew up in the manufacturing world. He watched his mom as a tool maker and

he eventually went on to work at General Motors.

After years of building networks and learning the business, Lever acquired Des Plaines-based

manufacturer Iverson & Co. last summer. He became the owner through a connection

established by Manufacturing Renaissance, a nonprofit focused on addressing the loss of

manufacturing companies and jobs.
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Blommer closing Chicago chocolate factory

Boeing's next CEO must win over airlines that soured on Calhoun

FreightCar America announces CEO change

Lever's position is an example of what Manufacturing Renaissance wants to do more of with

its Manufacturing Succession Solutions Project, which seeks to prevent plant closings by

creating more ownership opportunities.

Following Blommer's announcement that it will shut down its Chicago plant, which will lead to

over 200 layoffs, Manufacturing Renaissance is calling for investments in its solutions

program.

"This project will directly address the issues of industrial retention, employee engagement,

racial equity, diversity, and community development. This is an opportunity to save hundreds

of companies from shutting down due to not having identified an ownership successor," says

an executive summary of the Manufacturing Succession Solutions Project.

At an event March 26 at digital manufacturing and cybersecurity institute MxD,

Manufacturing Renaissance announced that it is seeking to raise $100,000 for its

developmental stage to identify potential partners, fill staff positions and develop a plan to

raise $600,000 needed to support the project and its staff.

"We figured we can start small, and we think the potential for the project has so much appeal

that there's a potential to grow dramatically. But $600,000 would be enough to get us started;

we would have the ability to hire the right team to make this thing happen," said Dan Swinney,

founder of Manufacturing Renaissance.

The losses in the industry come from the retirement of the baby boomer generation and

"passive government that has sat idly," the organization says. 

But the lack of new owners for businesses creates an opportunity for people not traditionally

seen in leadership positions in the sector, according to Swinney.
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A major part of the program is the Chicago Early Warning Network. Funded by a two-year,

$300,000 grant from the city of Chicago's Community Wealth Building Initiative, the network

works to evaluate the viability of small manufacturing companies and find qualified potential

owners.

"The idea of the early-warning network is how do you go aggressively into our communities to

identify these companies and find out exactly what they need and then provide them with the

resources or the talent they need to solve that problem," Swinney said.

Manufacturing Renaissance points to successful models, such as the Steel Valley Authority

in Pittsburgh, which has an early-warning network that has resulted in the retention and

revival of over 1,100 "industrial enterprises" in Pennsylvania, according to the authority's

website.

"It's an interesting model and we were getting such attention on it that we think with a little

help from the government, a little assistance in terms of building the foundation, we can

create . . . a wealth-building stream, a system that helps retain these companies and

opportunities for new ownership," said David Robinson, director of external affairs for

Manufacturing Renaissance.

Manufacturing Renaissance is focused on smaller companies that it says are overlooked but

are the backbone of the sector and make up 90% of the industry.

"In the 1960s, we had close to 700,000 manufacturing workers in the city of Chicago. And

today, it's something like 65,000," Swinney said.

Lever, who still partners with Manufacturing Renaissance, said he thinks the biggest benefit

of the project is the focus on bringing young talent into manufacturing.

"I want to see and enjoy seeing people take alternative routes to successful careers. It

doesn't mean you have to have a four-year degree, or an MBA, like I do. You could take

another route in earning (the same or more) money by working in machine tools,

manufacturing, or skilled trades," Lever said. "So (it's) just introducing them to another

avenue for pursuing economic freedom."

The organization's work is doubly important as it works not only to help women become

business owners but owners in sustainable industries, said Sandra Finley, president and CEO

of the League of Black Women.

Finley says the League of Black Women is full of entrepreneurs and ambitious people and

that what attracted her to Manufacturing Renaissance is how its focus on manufacturing

gives members an opportunity to acquire a company that has proven to be needed and

successful.
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