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A Right  Roasting





With the May exams behind us, the summer lying ahead and the next exams too far away to worry about I found it difficult to focus on yet another academic topic for your page. So I thought I would tell you a story instead.  This is a story about the “wonderful machine”, and it is a story that many of you will become familiar with at least once in your purchasing careers,  in one form or another. 





The events I am going to tell you about happened many years ago - when I was still a young man. I was employed by an old established and respected company in the North West of England as a raw coffee buyer.  The coffee being processed by roasting and grinding and finally being packed and distributed to various outlets.  The factory was typical of its type, an eight story building near to the dockside dating from the 19th Century.  The location was convenient because many of the raw materials, including the coffee beans, were imported.  The raw coffee was hoisted to the eighth floor of the building where it was stored (no concessions to Goods Movement Theory here!).  The coffee roasters were situated on the top floor and the roasted beans were fed by gravity down through the various processes until they were loaded on to vehicles on the ground floor.  Quite a common process design in these old factories. The two coffee roasters dated from the early part of the century they were gas fired and used the most simple and basic technology.  Maintenance consisted of the occasional use of the oil can and the knowledge of the precise place to hit the machine with a hammer if it stopped. This was a simple world without change and everything ticked along with few problems for the five operatives in charge of roasting.  Things were about to change!





One day the production director arrived back from a visit to Switzerland where, at an exhibition, he had seen this “wonderful new machine.” A fully computerised “high tech” coffee roaster with greatly increased capacity and which he had agreed to buy.  Delivery took some time as it had to be delivered from the Swiss manufacturer’s plant but eventually we looked down the road in eager anticipation as the machine arrived on a low loader.  Then, disaster, realisation dawned - the machine had to go to the top floor of the building and there were no facilities in place for getting it up there. Hence a high lift crane had to be hired at great expense before the roaster could be hoisted to the eighth floor. Disaster two - having got it up there it would not go through the door.  Solution - get part of the roof removed and drop it in. Eventually the roaster was situated in the appropriate location but, disaster three - unfortunately the floor did  not have sufficient weight bearing capacity for the machine.  Solution - bring in the structural engineers to strengthen the floor.  Costs were now soaring,  but incredibly there was worse to come.  The electrical system was not compatible, there were no commissioning arrangements and the manual was in German.  





At considerable expense an engineer had to be brought from Switzerland to install the machine.  After the installation was complete and the engineer had gone home the big day arrived and the roaster was switched on.  Unfortunately the technology was beyond the capability of the operators, they could not understand the instruction manual and they had been given no training.  The roaster went on fire but fortunately, due to the timely arrival of the fire brigade, the spread of the fire was curtailed.  However, the machine was damaged and the wiring burnt out.  As you may have guessed by now there were no Terms and Conditions covering after-sales or any other support.  The engineer returned, at the company’s expense and re-wired and repaired the equipment. The machine was re-started, all appeared well and a few days production was actually obtained before the next fire, and yes the engineer arrived from Switzerland again and so ad infinitum.  I had a personal bonus from this because if, on the way to work, the smell of burning coffee wafted across the Mersey (and this was quite often) then I just turned around and went home.





When the invoice for the machine arrived it transpired that the quotation had not been properly understood and that nobody had realised the considerable on-costs from an Ex Works price to a delivered price, therefore the final price was considerably higher than was first thought. Add to this all those other costs that I mentioned earlier which were also  incurred and the investment decision would probably never have proceeded. The phrase ‘if it’s not broken, don’t fix it’ springs to mind, but then companies must also be seen to move with the times.  Some time later I moved to another buying job and even at the time of my departure the fires in the coffee roaster were a regular occurrence and in fact the company (surprise, surprise) did not survive for much longer.





Of course we should always learn from experience, so what lessons can be learnt from these events? Firstly, if you ever get an examination question regarding capital buying just recommend the opposite of everything you have read about here.  Secondly, when you hear the words, from someone other than a professional buyer, “ I have just bought this wonderful machine” quickly turn to the jobs pages in Supply Management.  Finally, if you have just finished your exams then there is nothing more you can do so stop worrying, put it in the cupboard, close the door, perhaps have a cup of coffee, and enjoy the summer.















































