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SEALING A HIGHLY PRODUCTIVE FUTURE 
Exciting changes bring real benefits at James Walker & Co, Cockermouth 

 

A full party of IMechE members was recently able to enjoy a wonderful presentation & tour of the 
James Walker seal manufacturing plant in Cockermouth. It brilliantly demonstrated the exciting 
benefits that can be obtained by applying ‘common sense’ techniques into a very traditional, well-
established manufacturing company.  

The wonderfully titled Manufacturing Excellence Manager, Bill Gate, confidently outlined the steps 
taken by James Walker, which began with the full support and drive of their MD & board. With the 
help and guidance of the Manufacturing Institute, the process began with a re-examination of just what 
their customer needs were, and how they were being met at present. That revealed that the existing 
‘order in, product out, sometime’ approach did not provide the flexibility and response demanded. A 
‘value stream’ mapping exercise clearly indicated that the various product groups required individual 
approaches to deliver the best results. But how to change the established status quo, especially with an 
equally established, and somewhat sceptical workforce? 

Communication and training have proved to be the key drivers, firstly in establishing ‘champions’ 
such as Bill, and then ensuring that all employees realise and accept the need to change. The fears of 
becoming more efficient and consequently losing jobs were quickly dispelled; no employee was going 
to lose their job as a result of any changes caused by this process, but they may end up doing a 
somewhat different job... 

One of the new individual product groups, Custom Seals, was chosen to pioneer the principles of 
change. The team were encouraged to think about how to layout their work area to eliminate wastes 
and inherently become more efficient. This has now been implemented, together with a whole host of 
detail changes: team members carry out routine checks and simple maintenance tasks, all are now 
multi-skilled – they can do at least four different tasks, they set and report against their own targets 
using simple coloured dot graphs. All aspects from planning to despatch are now encompassed in a 
wholly logical holistic manner, and the pride in their achievements was evident from speaking to the 
employees in the new manufacturing ‘cell’. The cleanliness and orderliness of the whole workspace 
was first class. 

The barriers to change were clearly outlined by Bill, as were the enabling factors, and there was no 
doubt that this process requires enormous drive and stamina to cement the cultural changes required, 
to prevent sliding back into the old ways. 

But the benefits described were startling: a 40% increase in productivity per head, rejects more than 
halved, reductions in overtime (90% down), lead time (50% less) and work in progress reduced from 8 
to 3 days. Headcount has also been reduced, but through redeployment and retirement – no job losses. 

It has taken over three years so far, and there are still many more things that Bill and the 
manufacturing team want to do. The same processes are being rolled out into the other products 
groups, and there is no doubt that James Walker have the team and determination to continue on their 
exciting journey. 



Many, many thanks to Bill and all the James Walker team members for giving us such an open, honest 
and exciting glimpse into the problems, difficulties and successes that they have achieved. A small 
point: Part of the process elicited a set of core values to which all employees are invited to share. One 
of them was ‘enjoy work’ – how often is that mentioned or thought about wherever you work..?  

And for the jargon hunters, this process is also known as ‘Lean’ manufacturing – common sense, 
really… 

 

 

James Walker’s Manufacturing Excellence Manager, Bill Gate (right) receives 
thanks from IMechE West Cumbria Chairman, Chris George 


