“Like a Brain Transplant”
Princeton, B.C., electricians up to the challenge

Working with electricity entails hazards and challenges.
Imagine 480 volts on the line and you get a sense of what a team of electricians at Weyerhaeuser’s lumber mill in Princeton, B.C., had to contend with when they volunteers to replace the planer’s aging motor control center (MCC) and relay-based controls. (The MCC consists of an 8-foot-by-14-foot wall of metal cabinets housing electrical terminals and switches that feed power to more than a dozen drives controlling the flow of lumber through the planer machine, including the infeed-acceleration system.)  
The MCC’s worn switches and brittle wiring—among other deficiencies—had convinced Mill Manager Jeff Larsen and Maintenance Superintendent John Cimbaro earlier this year that it had to be replaced.
A two-week shutdown in August had already been scheduled because of the current weak lumber market. That provided a logical time to perform the switchover to the new MCC and controls. Fortunately, there was a newer motor control center—with two walls of electrical cabinets—available from the nearby and now closed Okanagan Falls lumber mill. 
Breaking with tradition

But who would do the work? Traditionally, such complex projects were farmed out to electrical contractors at a cost of $50,000-$80,000. Cimbaro and the experienced, nine-member team of electricians at Princeton had a different idea.

“John asked if we could handle the job, since it was work that was over and above our normal mill maintenance work load, and some of it wasn’t work we normally did.” says Trevor Thompson, electrical planner, “I told John that, with the recently acquired skilled new hires and our senior experienced electricians, we’d be able to do it with a little leeway on our regular mill maintenance.” 
Cimbaro agreed and so did Larsen. 

In April the electrical team—with input from Cimbaro—began planning for the switchover. The electricians gathered input from the planer technicians and production operators as to how the control console should be arranged and what functions should be included or modified.  Additional local disconnects were also added based on their feedback.  
The electrical team then produced a document describing the design of the new MCC and controls, and outlining who would do what and when safely. Each of the electricians involved assumed part of the challenge.  The plan also identified actions that could be taken prior to the two-week shutdown, to ensure that everything would flow smoothly during the shutdown. 
The installation
On August 4, the first day of the shutdown, the team began installing the walls of cabinets in a vacant room in an existing building, running and connecting wires,  testing the cables and terminations. At every step, they followed Weyerhaeuser fire-rating standards, electrical code standards, de-energized and locked out equipment where required, and designated a team member to make sure everyone followed the team’s safety-action plan. The final step was reprogramming the Programmable Logic Controller (PLC).
“This was an extremely complex project—like a brain transplant,” says Larsen. “If it hadn’t gone right, we’d have had to shut down the mill. And most importantly the team planned safety into every aspect of the job to ensure that no one was injured.”

Scoring an “A+”
With all of the work and dedication of the electrical team, the job was done right.

“The team’s whole approach was top rate,” says Jeff Roos, regional human resources manager, “displaying excellent planning, innovation and teamwork. The project was completed safely, on time and on budget in a high-quality way.” 
“And without a lot of oversight on my part,” adds Cimbaro. “Various team members took turns leading the effort, depending on the work at hand. There was a lot of ownership.  From obtaining operator input, to designing the operator console, hanging cable tray, generating an installation timetable, commissioning variable-frequency drives, programming PLCs and generating as-built drawings, the work was done very well in every way.” 
Who were these “hometown heroes”? The team consisted of Arpad Ferenci, Ron Graff Jr., Jeff Harder, Gilles Martin, John McLeod, Trevor Thompson, Rusty Volk, Rick Walton, Rolf Weissbach, and Dan Wolowidnyk.  Programming of the controls was accomplished by Troy Gilroy, Princeton process control technologist.
How did team members feel about what they accomplished? “It was all about good teamwork,” says electrician John McLeod
The “heart” of the team
There’s one more thing worth mentioning. Since the project was executed during a mill general layoff, the electrical apprentice also had to be laid off.  Due to the trying fiscal situation brought on by the current lumber markets, the budgeted hours for the project could not be exceeded.   Facing this reality, each veteran member of the team—all union members—took one day off so that Wolowidnyk, the apprentice and father of two young children, could work.  This was done despite other layoff’s that the mill and this group had already experienced this year.
The Princeton electrical team. More than a high-performance work team. A caring high-performance work team.
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