
Bruce Thomas, Wabtec Quality Manager Podcast Transcript
Welcome to the LRQA Business Assurance podcast series. This episode features an interview with Bruce Thomas, Wabtec’s Quality Manager. Bruce has over 30 years of experience in quality management systems. His expertise ranges from ISO 9001 to IRIS, the International Rail Industry Standard. Wabtec was recently certified against the IRIS standard by LRQA. 
MIKE CHAMBERS: Bruce started off by providing some background on the IRIS certification scheme and the rail industry
BRUCE THOMAS:

We need to promote the use of the IRIS model as a quality management system here in North America as it provides a way to develop a better system of using rail as a alternate for transportation in the US. 

The ridership, the operators, the car builders and the suppliers have to come together and provide better quality, reliability, and ultimately a better business model for the industry as a whole. The expectations within the industry have risen dramatically, for quality, and reliability improvements, in the rolling stock and the componentry, and IRIS best fits this demand. IRIS is better suited for promoting this improvement as I mentioned within the rail industry. ISO was taken and supplemented by specific requirements that meet the needs of the rail industry. I must say in our quest to continually improve our quality management system, many of these we did already perform, however there were a number of gaps that we identified as we went for the IRIS certification. Ultimately as you take a look at it from the aspect of the supplier for the rail industry it could only improve our performance in the eyes of our direct customer and the ultimate customer. 
The IRIS model specifically added value to our product development program. There were a number of aspects that we added to this; we’re responsible for new product development and meeting the needs for new technology, this becomes very important to our program obviously.  Our project management was also improved and the management of multi-site processes. These were the areas that required the most work in our quest for the IRIS certification.
MIKE CHAMBERS: Bruce talked about the role that LRQA has played in helping Wabtec benefit from their management system
BRUCE THOMAS:

LRQA helped me specifically in reaching my goal, becoming certified to IRIS and improving our quality management system by providing the assistance in answering specific questions. We had been ISO certified for 15 years, and that certification allowed me to get very well acquainted with our registrar, however they did not offer IRIS, so we went to the first IRIS convention in Brussels and basically interviewed the different registrars who attended.  We decided on LRQA for several reasons, and I have not been disappointed at all. LRQA is currently assisting in our global expansion in China, and we plan on certifying a joint venture in China, with LRQA’s assistance. Specifically we questioned the scope and application of a certain requirement, that being lifecycle costing. The tendency in North America is for information to stop flowing to the suppliers when the warranty period expires, and ultimately the performance of that particular process is stunted if the input information is not complete throughout the entire lifecycle. LRQA helped me very, very well in preparing our process, understanding the limitations of where the industry is today. 
MIKE CHAMBERS: Bruce talked about how LRQA helps Wabtec meet stakeholder expectations

BRUCE THOMAS:

As I mentioned earlier our customers, our stakeholders and our shareholders for that matter, expect and demand increases in quality, reliability, the performance of our product. The users of our product are expecting it to last longer than it had before, and even exceed the maintenance requirements of what was expected in the past and require less maintenance. That’s a norm within the rail industry, not only in North America but worldwide. LRQA’s helped me in this in several key points and processes they have identified that were not part of our quality management system. They provided a scoring method, a measurement of that system. The consistency of the improvement process throughout our organisation for short and long term planning fit very well, and I was very pleased through the whole process of the auditing, through stage 1 and stage 2 of the audit, and the assistance that we had identifying processes that were in need of improvement as we now prepare for our first year assessment and revisit by LRQA. One of the things that I was very pleased and surprised with was having the lead auditor from my previous audit contact me, ask how it’s going, you need any help, what have you done with this specific element? I have never experienced that before. Even though I was pleased with my registrar over the years with ISO, LRQA brought an extra element to the table and just that personal follow up, and a feeling that this person was actually interested in our process, its improvement, and growth in the IRIS expectations.
MIKE CHAMBERS: He also talked about the benefits and potential business improvements that certification offers Wabtec
BRUCE THOMAS:

The biggest benefit of the assessment process and being certified is first and foremost it’s a business requirement. In our efforts to globalise our product and take it and compete in other segments of the industry, in Europe and worldwide, IRIS is a very good fit. The quality management system is recognised worldwide, most importantly it provides us a means of improvement. This improvement has always been important to us, but this has given us new avenues to pursue. Some of the processes, even though we were certified a year ago, are still growing, and improving, and that’s part of it, that’s the reason you do this, to provide the model for improvement.

MIKE CHAMBERS: Bruce stressed the importance of a robust assessment process that delivers more than just a piece of paper on the wall.
BRUCE THOMAS:

I have received in the mail an offer, “send me $500 and your previous management review and we will send you a certificate”, and they list the number of companies on the back of this advertisement as being a viable means to meet a requirement to get a piece of paper. If you’re going to need a piece of paper, that’s a pretty good value for a piece of paper, and that’s all you’re getting, so I tell those that take that avenue good luck, and I would hope my competitors take that approach, because ultimately through the business performance, the quality of the product and reliability, it won’t last long. You could have a quality management system that is very effective but you got to work at it. I’ve gone in to some organisations as we audit our suppliers and others and if you see they’ve become certified 3 years ago and they haven’t made a revision since, their quest is to get a piece of paper. However those who work on it every day, as we have intended to and show in our efforts, it means something and if they make the decision based on the amount of money that they’re going to spend, you’re going to get that much return and not more. Personally we’re attacking our external failure costs and we’ve been able to make a turn on this and we’re heading in the right direction, maybe the slope can be a little steeper. I value what methods and processes we’ve put in place, and I value that those changes made to fit the IRIS model are what has made us successful in making that turn. 
MIKE CHAMBERS: He also offered valuable insight for organisations looking to get started on the road to certification
BRUCE THOMAS:

That advice would be first and foremost to those suppliers and acquaintances who are going to be pursuing certification is understand the customer vendor relationship, the registrar works for you, ask questions. Share your plan with the registrar on how you are going to reach your goal, and the timeline that you’re expecting to reach certain goals and fill gaps within your organisations quality management system. This gap analysis is very important, include them in it and tell them how you plan on filling certain gaps. Ask questions to the extent of what does the particular requirement mean. That’s important because one of the reasons that we decided to use LRQA throughout our corporation and in the transit group is to get consistency, not only consistency within our group but within the eyes of the customer. When they deal with one of the transit groups within Wabtec, and then move to another, in the eyes of the customer there’s consistency of what they see. Even though there’s a standard, registrars from one to the other interpret that standard differently and the expectations mould your quality management system. That’s why we made the decision within our corporation, and make sure they can meet your needs. One of the benefits of working with LRQA in this process is I’ve gotten quick responses, very good answers, and the registrar was part of our development to meet the IRIS expectations. As you are shopping for a registrar the only thing you should not ask is: ”What will it cost me?”  What will I get, that is another good question, and ultimately a list of questions that we took with us to Brussels, to the IRIS convention was important in choosing LRQA.
MIKE CHAMBERS:  Bruce talked about LRQA’s Business Assurance and how it is helping improve performance and manage risk for Wabtec
BRUCE THOMAS:

The first step in having a quality management system independently certified and to meet, address, and effectively manage and mitigate risk within the business model is to overcome human nature. If you have someone say that we run our program but are not certified, you don’t have an independent set of eyes looking at the system in a knowledgeable fashion. One of the benefits of IRIS is there is a requirement on the registrar auditors to have a background in the systems that they are auditing. 
Ultimately, to limit the risk it helps you, it shows you in your quality management system where your processes in need of improvement are, and that goes to show that that’s where you put your efforts. I was very impressed with the depth and the breadth of the audit process for the IRIS, it was definitely value added to have an independent audit agency come in and look. Sometimes I must admit in the past years I have experienced when it wasn’t value added, and it wasn’t taken in a professional approach. So I am excited about this journey, it is a journey to reduce the risk of not only your organisation but there’s another risk, risk of the customer. If you don’t provide them what they want in quality, reliability or the delivery of your business model then you will lose business.
MIKE CHAMBERS: Bruce also discussed the importance of technical expertise and assessors having sector specific experience
BRUCE THOMAS:

We have found it very important over the years to have our internal auditors come from across functional parts of the organisation. It gives us the ability not only to ask a question and then get a response and say, yes that meets the needs and the expectations of that requirement. But if you have somebody who has expertise they can dig in deeper, and ultimately if somebody finds something in an audit that isn’t “Oh my God we have failed”, that gives you an opportunity to improve.  I would prefer the auditor dig deeper, be it an internal auditor or of course the registrar who you are paying to help you improve your process; dig deeper, find something, so ultimately I don’t let my customer down, it gives me the ability to improve. That’s the value of having an auditor who has experience engineering rail products, knowing the expectations, and the deliverables that the rail industry would want to see in every part of the business, not just design, in the purchasing, vendor performance, handling the materials, and all the elements of an effective quality management system all ultimately meet the customer’s needs. If they’ve had experience in the rail industry, and can apply that knowledge to help you get better isn’t that what you’re paying for? So if someone is well-versed in the requirements, they have lived in the industry they can bring a lot more to the table than somebody that is just doing industrial tourism.
MIKE CHAMBERS: Bruce talked about the some of the changes across the rail industry that relate directly to IRIS certification

BRUCE THOMAS:

Yes, I’m seeing new requirements for IRIS in North America. Particularly there’s a requirement for suppliers who are going to be providing material for the R188 contract, a document sent to us for review, as this identified IRIS certification as a requirement, also giving you the option for ISO as well of course. I was very pleased to see IRIS being mentioned in one of the specifications in January of 2009 Wabtec promoted a seminar in New Jersey to bring in people, share information on IRIS and help promote the development of this quality management system within the rail industry. It hasn’t taken off as quickly as I would like to see it and just wanted to get more involved. We re-wrote our Vendor Quality Assurance manual that we use for our vendors to help them improve their systems by putting some demands on them that we see with the IRIS management system. I’m anxious to see when IRIS is put out there as a major supplier requirement not for any other reason than just that we here at Wabtec have that certification. I feel ultimately that it will improve the industry, and hopefully it catches on quicker with more and more knowledge of what the requirement brings to operators, car builders and suppliers alike.
MIKE CHAMBERS: Bruce talked about his experiences over the past 12 months of working with LRQA

BRUCE THOMAS:

I have been very pleased, from the very beginning I was hesitant, simply because I had a relationship with a registrar that I had dealt with for years and they met my needs, the change was seamless. I had a lot of demands on LRQA and we met regularly, answers flowed, and as we went from developing the contract, in moving forward and to the date where I had the assessors sitting across the table from me it has met my expectations, and in several ways exceeded those expectations. I spent good money, and I’m getting the return. The people who came here to evaluate our system as I mentioned were very well prepared, quite professional and thorough which I was really appreciative of. That follow up that I mentioned, the lead auditor calling me back in the middle of the term between my initial assessment and my scheduled re-audit, and just asking “what can I help with?”, is there anything, we know this is new for you. That wasn’t something that I asked for, but if I would have thought of it, I thought this is great. So ultimately, the flexibility was there, we worked together and just in the sense that we are growing our business and LRQA is part of that plan, speaks for itself that I’m pleased and I think we will both benefit by this relationship. 
Thank you for listening to the latest episode of the LRQA Business Assurance Podcast Series. For more LRQA case studies on the tangible benefits of independent management systems assurance, visit http://www.lrqa.com/our-clients. To find out more about Wabtec, visit their website at www.wabtec.com. Visit www.iris-rail.org to find out more about the rail industry standard. We welcome your input and feedback on this podcast or any other relevant topic. To share your views, click “add comment” at the bottom of any page at www.businessassurance.com.
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