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(13 December 2018) Earlier this week, “PBS 

News” had a segment about GM’s recently an-

nounced plant closings.  The storyline, under-

standably, focused on the impact of the closings 

on a couple of assembly workers at two affected 

plants – Lordstown (OH) and Hamtramck (MI). 

 

During the PBS segment there was no substan-

tive discussion about why GM chose to close the 

facilities.  I can tell you from personal experience 

at GM, such decisions are never taken lightly.  

Deciding to lay off workers temporarily is always 

extremely difficult and deciding to close a facility 

is gut wrenching. 

 

When I was director of marketing for Buick Divi-

sion, I was the primary information source at 

meetings discussing the sales forecast and future 

production schedules.  While I was still relatively 

new in that position, there had been increasing 

concern in recent months about the sales out-

look.  When reviewing actual and forecast data 

for sales and inventory, it was clear some cut-

back should be implemented. 

 

After finishing presenting in one meeting, the 

general manager asked me if the second shift at 

the plant adjacent to headquarters should be 

eliminated.  My response was “yes.”  Despite 

having all the data to support the decision, it was 

very difficult to think that about 3,000 workers 

would be laid-off. 

 

The workers were laid off not because of any of 

their actions, but because the overall demand 

for cars and trucks was declining.  The decline in 

industry demand even overwhelmed the pro-

gress Buick had been making on increasing mar-

ket share. 

 

That story is relevant because much of the rea-

son why I believe GM announced the plant clos-

ings can be linked to a likely decline in auto in-

dustry sales over the next 12-18 months.  Auto 

sales have been relatively strong for more years 

than normal.  While the current general eco-

nomic indicators are positive, consumer expec-

tations of the future economy have slipped…and 

expectations of the future are a key influencer 

on auto sales.  When considering buying a car, 

consumers look through the windshield at 

what’s ahead for the economy and not through 

the rear-view mirror at past economic indicators. 

 

Another reason GM plans to shutter the plants – 

three (3) car assembly facilities and two (2) sup-

plier facilities – is the ongoing shift in the mix of 

vehicle sales.  Consumers are buying more SUV’s 

and pickups and buying fewer sedans.  Part of 

that shift is due to significantly improved fuel ef-

ficiency of SUV’s and trucks compared to just a 

few years ago.  Another reason is low gasoline 

prices.  In today’s dollars, the average price of 

gasoline has declined from about $3.50 in 2013 

to about $2.50 today.       

 

A final reason for the plant closings is automa-

tion.  When it comes to how robots, artificial in-

telligence and the emerging blockchain technol-

ogy might affect employment, the public should 

consider the auto industry the canary in the coal 

mine.  The production capacity of a given plant 

can increase markedly with wider use of automa-

tion and sophisticated software.  As robots be-

come more dexterous, capacity for a given facil-

ity will increase further…and fewer assembly 

workers and support workers will be needed. 

 

In most of the media coverage I’ve seen about 

the GM plant closings, there has been little dis-

cussion of the anticipated decline in car/truck 

sales and even less discussion of the impact of 

automation.   Why aren’t these aspects of the 

story being told?  Is this yet another effort by the 

media of trying to subvert the truth?  C’mon, put 

away your conspiracy theories and let’s get back 

to reality.     
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Media reporting should be part of the discussion 

about GM plant closings because the media is 

the primary source of information for such top-

ics.  So how do we make the reporting more com-

prehensive?   

 

How do we start teaching the public more about 

this ever intensifying technology tsunami?  Over 

the years I’ve heard many people blame the me-

dia for myriad issues.  Some of the criticism is jus-

tified.  But before pointing too many fingers at 

the media, people with information should first 

look in the mirror.      

 

My experience with the media has provided a 

somewhat different perspective.  During my 

days at Buick, the GM EV1 (electric vehicle), and 

then post GM, I’ve had frequent contact with a 

range of media outlets.  While I learned that one 

cannot control the storyline for the print or 

broadcast piece, I also learned that the more 

open and honest I was with the reporter, the 

more accurate the content.   

 

Look, I’m not so naïve to believe that some peo-

ple in the media don’t have an agenda.  How-

ever, if you are likely to be part of the story, or 

even if you are being interviewed for background 

information, being straightforward with the re-

porter increases the likelihood the content will 

be more accurate.  Remember, as the source of 

information, you are the expert, not the re-

porter.  Help the reporter get the story right. 

 

In my view the media, government, academia 

and organizations developing and using the ro-

bots have an obligation to begin helping develop 

policies that will temper the inevitable impact of 

the technology tsunami that is headed for the US 

workforce.  And the tsunami will not just affect 

manufacturing workers.  Office workers will be 

affected as well. 

 

What few media outlets have included in stories 

about GM – and the PBS report made only a 

passing reference – is GM will be eliminating 

more salaried jobs than hourly jobs.  Yes, read 

that statement once more.  GM will be eliminat-

ing more salaried jobs than hourly jobs. 

 

So, where does this discussion lead us?  I think 

General Motors made the right decision in shut-

ting the plants.  Auto companies need to gener-

ate substantial profits and cash flow in order to 

continue developing new products – autono-

mous vehicles, e.g. – and to remain competitive.   

 

At the same time, I think GM could have done a 

better job explaining the facts supporting the de-

cision.  Granted not every media outlet would 

have included GM’s information in the story but 

at least some of the information likely would 

have been presented. 

 

Finally, and I’m not sure who should be leading 

the charge – maybe we need a national technol-

ogy czar – but the public needs to understand 

what lies ahead for employment in manufactur-

ing and many other sectors as more automation 

is implemented.   

 

Mary Barra, GM CEO, said the corporation was 

trying to get “ahead of the curve” by closing 

plants and reducing staff.  The US populace 

needs to view the GM plant closings as a canary 

in the coal mine and get “ahead of the curve” in 

understanding the consequences of and prepar-

ing for the impact of the technology tsunami that 

will affect all of us.    

 

Thanks for your time.  Comments welcome. 
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