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COVER STORY 

LESSONS FROM THE LOCKDOWN

AS THE SPREAD OF THE PANDEMIC LED TO THE SHUTDOWN OF THE ECONOMY

IN POLAND, AMCHAM.PL QUARTERLY CONTACTED SEVERAL MEMBER COMPANIES

TO LEARN WHAT LESSONS THEY HAVE DRAWN FROM THE LOCKDOWN AND THE

SUBSEQUENT CHANGE IN MARKET CONDITIONS. IN THIS DISPATCH, STANISŁAW

MOTYLSKI, VALUE STREAM DIRECTOR AT FLEX, DISCUSSES THE PROS AND CONS

OF RUNNIGN GLOBAL SUPPLY CHAINS
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LESSONS FROM

THE 

LOCKDOWN

— Flex —

AMERICAN COMPANIES TRANSITIONED SMOOTHLY INTO

WORKING FROM HOME, CONTINUE TO ADAPT TO THE

CHANGING SITUATION, AND HAVE IDENTIFIED TRENDS OF

STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE TO BUSINESSES. 
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LIVING IN 
A DISRUPTIVE WORLD

MONITORING GLOBAL SUPPLY CHAINS AS AN ALTERNATIVE 
TO NEARSHORING.

In April-May 2011, many electronics manu-

facturers in Japan experienced dramatic

losses after an earthquake and tsunami

hit their factories’ production. Flex, which

business spans an array of industries from

telecommunication, through consumer

and industrial electronics, to IT infrastruc-

tures, operates over 100 factories in 30

countries around the world. Thus the

company sees the world as a rather un-

predictable place. An earthquake in Mex-

ico can affect production at Flex factories

and delay products. A local outburst of a

contagious disease in Asia can result in

dwarfing Flex’s production capacity

across its factories in the affected area.

Flex thus prefers to approach risks proac-

tively, rather than react to an event and

count their losses. 

A FAST GAME

Flex has built an information network that

gathers data regarding a number of produc-

tion-related variables from each factory and

supply chain, connecting its factories and

key markets. In case something happens,

the system allows for decisions to be made

quickly regarding what to do. For example,

Factory X suddenly goes offline as a result

of an earthquake. The damage has been

done, and the repair time is estimated at

five months. The system knows what was

being produced at the affected factory and

suggests other Flex factories that could fill

in the gap. To make decisions, the system

uses factors including the technology and

engineering required, the supply status

for each factory including stocked items,

the time it takes to ship the product to

the client from the substituting factory,

and which delivery routes are the best.

Once the decision has been made, the

technical production data is sent to the

factory that has been chosen to fill in for

the damaged one. The necessary compo-

nents are purchased or rerouted to the

factory, and the factory readies itself for

production, limiting the disruption in

product delivery as much as possible. The

speed of action is essential, especially

when it comes to making decisions re-

People matter: Flex can only apply Industry 4.0 solutions in limited areas.
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garding supply chains. There may be other

factories in the same sector in the af-

fected area who are also trying to relocate

their production to other factories and

looking for a supplier to buy the compo-

nents and rough materials lost in the dam-

aged factory. Often, whoever strikes a

deal first is the winner, as supply is limited

in emergencies, and alternatives are hard

to find.

GLOBAL COMPANY

For Flex in Poland, the advance of the pan-

demic was not a surprise. With the arrival

of Covid-19 in Poland, the number one

focus for Flex was keeping the company's

workforce and their families safe. In Janu-

ary, the company set up a crisis manage-

ment team that began to draw up plans

for different emergency scenarios. Along

with creating Covid-19 safety plans for the

company, supply managers also began

monitoring global supply markets for dis-

ruptions and other problems. Helpful

know-how and best practice guides came

from other Flex companies that had al-

ready experienced and dealt with pan-

demic-related problems. “This is the

strength of a global corporation,” said

Stanisław Motylski, Value Stream Director

at Flex in Poland. “Had we been a local

producer of electronic components here

in Tczew, we would not have known what

to do at the beginning of the pandemic.

Yet, as a part of a global corporation we

had instant access to information and ex-

pertise in many areas of crisis manage-

ment.”

BEYOND THE FIRST TIER

As the pandemic hit Europe, forcing peo-

ple and businesses to migrate to online

communication solutions and e-com-

merce, the capacity of computer net-

works was stretched thin in many places.

Higher network capacity was needed, and

new orders from telecom companies

poured into Flex. The company was more

than happy to oblige. At the same time,

though, a number of Flex’s direct, or first-

tier, suppliers found themselves in dire

straits. For some, this was due to eco-

nomic lockdowns imposed in their coun-

tries. Others found that their second-tier

suppliers could not deliver. Finding new

suppliers and alternative shipping routes

became crucial for Flex to be able to ac-

cept new orders and deliver on time.

The company developed its information

system many years ago to scan markets

and production capacities in real-time. It is

more than paying for itself now, as Flex in

Poland buys over 1,000 items from several

thousand suppliers worldwide. “Before

the pandemic, the company was routinely

monitoring the status of its first-tier sup-

pliers,” said Stanisław Motylski. “Now, the

supply chains are so disrupted by the pan-

demic that we are monitoring second-tier

and even third-tier suppliers to make the

right decisions about whether our subcon-

tractors will be able to deliver.”

This may sound easy but is difficult to

achieve because the pandemic closed off

many airports and shipyards. Even when

Flex’s supply chain managers could allo-

cate the items the company needed, the

locations they were available required

them to establish new shipping routes, as

many airports and cargo ports along the

way had been closed by local sanitary reg-

ulators. “Our supply chain team worked

miracles,” said Stanisław Motylski.

There is now a major trend of near-shoring

supply chains and producers to client mar-

kets because of such problems, and Flex

is not an exception. Even before the pan-

demic, the company relocated many of its

factories to China—a significant emerging

market for telecoms—anticipating prob-

lems with exporting products to China

due to the ongoing trade dispute with the

US.

WORKFORCE MANAGEMENT

As Flex saw its numbers of new orders

rise, Poland’s economic lockdown re-

sulted in limiting the company’s work-

force potential. Many workers had to stay

at home to take care of their children, and

approximately 20 percent of the produc-

tion workers stayed home altogether. The

company was thus forced to redesign

workers’ shifts to ensure the continuity of

production. 

Another challenge came from the public

transportation system. The company em-

ployees 3,600 people, more than half of

which commute to work with public trans-

portation. Yet, when sanitary authorities

cut the number of available space for pas-

sengers in half to help commuters social

distance, a significant part of the com-

pany’s workforce could not get to work

on time. The company asked public trans-

portation officials to increase the number

of busses at specific hours and also hired

private transport companies to bring peo-

ple to and from work. 

While the company’s supply teams

“worked miracles,” there were delays in

providing necessary parts, forcing the

company to send their workers home with

pay. When the components finally arrived,

the company had to work overtime to

meet its deadlines, and the production

cost was increased as remote workers

worked longer hours. However, there

were no other options, as the Polish Labor

Code does not provide for flexible labor.

According to Stanisław Motylski, if there

is any lesson to be learned from the lock-

down experience, it is that Poland needs

a legal framework for flexible labor. The

modern economy requires such solutions,

and without these, the Polish economy

will stay less competitive than in many

other countries.

INDUSTRY 4.0

The company has applied Industry 4.0 so-

lutions wherever possible. For instance, its

robotized welding station does work that

used to require six individual welders. An-

other application of Industry 4.0 solutions

came right after the lockdown was an-

nounced in Poland. To prevent the spread

of the virus between factory buildings, the

company used robots to deliver materials.

With this solution, teams of workers in

separate production halls were kept safe

from the virus. 

Unfortunately, Flex can only apply Indus-

try 4.0 solutions in limited areas. The mar-

ket life of most of the company’s products

lasts between 1 to 1.5 years. Meanwhile, it

takes 4 to 6 years for an entire robotized

production line to pay for itself, which is

not feasible for Flex. “We just can not af-

ford to buy a customized production line

because it will never pay for the cost of

the investment,” Stanisław Motylski said.

“But we use Industry 4.0 solutions wher-

ever we can,” Motylski added. “Those are

really great solutions!”

Stanisław Motylski: Customized production
lines are too expensive for companies that
manufacture products with a relatively short
shelf life.


