You Reap What You Sow

As a farmer, Gary Strausbaugh, CTP and chair of the NPTC Institute Board of Governors recognizes that the popular adage of reaping what you sow is not entirely accurate. 

“You actually reap far more than what you sow,” he says, explaining how tiny seeds of wheat that he plants on his grain farm outside of Fostoria, OH, produce an abundant harvest. “But it doesn’t just happen. It requires a lot of work. A bountiful harvest is the reward of careful selection of seed, proper preparation of the soil, diligent fertilization and water, and weeding.” 

That farming metaphor is appropriate to Strausbaugh’s professional life. As vice president of transportation for the Mennel Milling Company. in Fostoria, OH, he oversees a private fleet – that in reality is four separate fleets consisting of a total of 63 power units and a little more than 140 trailers. 

· About 75 grain trailers deliver wheat from the farmers’ fields and directly to the company’s more than 5 grain elevators. 
· Nine hopper bottom trailers transport grain from the elevators to Mennel’s flour mills and to grain processors, feed mills and terminal elevators. They are also used to back haul feed products from the flour mills and soybean meal from soy processors.  . 
· A regional fleet using both company trucks and owner operators deliver sack flour products and bulk flour using 53 foot vans and pneumatic trailers.

· A fleet of 42 light weight pneumatic dry bulk trailers and light weight tractors deliver flour to customers that include recognized names like Smuckers, Frito Lay, General Mills, and Kellogg’s.

"Responsibility for the different fleets is a challenge in order to stay profitable and to stay in compliance with constantly changing regulations, technological advances, customer needs and food security issues," says Strausbaugh. "The most important asset is honest, competent and caring people in leadership positions to oversee day-to-day operations." Open communication enables managers and employees to feel free to ask questions and make recommendations for improving asset-utilization and the work environment.

Mennel's fleets do not try to haul the company's entire product line, which includes more than 100 different varieties of flour. The company seeks a balance between meeting customer service demands, dedicated carriers and the availability of contract carriers, and predetermined pricing levels to move the product. In the commodity business, cents-per-pound can affect profitability quickly.

The private fleets, which handle about 40% of the total Mennel volume, is supplemented by in-house rail operations that deliver wheat to the mills and flour to customers located beyond an economical trucking distance (which for now centers on moves of 300 miles or less). The rail operation, which accounts for 25% of all volume, is also overseen by Strausbaugh. But rail is limited by the number of facilities that offer unloading facilities and have the staff to unload the cars. Conversely, the company’s private fleet drivers can unload a truck by themselves. . “The drivers actually become an extension of the customer’s staff “according to Strausbaugh. The remainder of Mennel’s freight is hauled by outside carriers.

“We can’t do it all with our own trucks,” he says. “Our private fleet hauls about 55% of our finished product supplemented with dedicated and contract carriers. During our busy time of the year we will ship 80-120 truck loads a day of finished product. We also need to bring an equal amount of wheat in for processing to keep the mill in operation.

Since its formation a half-century ago, the Mennel private fleet has played an important role in providing customer quality and service. “Our customers deserve to get their shipments on time,” he says. “Our people monitor the bins to make sure we manage inventory levels. We can turn on a dime to ensure those bins remain stocked. That’s not the case with our dedicated providers.”

This customer-centric attitude pervades the driver force. In fact, the company refers to them as customer service agents and not drivers. Mennel even invests in customer service training to strengthen their customer-facing skills and provides uniforms to make them more presentable and identifiable. 

But in this day and age, providing top-shelf customer service is not enough. Strausbaugh is under increased pressure to return more value for the private fleet’s investment in transportation. He has established a brokerage operation with in the trucking company to find back hauls for the van side of the business. This keeps our trucks loaded plus the income from outside loads helps to lower the overall costs.  The search for outside freight was the driving force to setting up the Fostoria fleet as MMC Transport Inc., a contract carrier. Although it serves as the house carrier, it derives 15%-20% of its income from other customers. In addition to flour, MMC hauls limestone, steel and non-hazardous materials.
The dry bulk fleet is very weight sensitive. We look for all the light weight components we can find. Our goal is to have a net product weight of 54,000 lbs. on each load that rolls out the door. This allows Mennel to haul 2-6000 lbs. more than most commercial trucks. This keeps us extremely competitive on our freight rates.

Mennel is also in the truck repair business. The company owns Class 8 Truck Repair, located in Fostoria, which provides services for MMC trucks and several local fleets. The shop has eight technicians and a tank wash open 6AM to midnight 5 days a week.

Strausbaugh credits his involvement with NPTC and earning his CTP designation in 1996 for his success and accelerating his learning curve when he joined the trucking side of the business. “It forced me to look at all aspects of running a business,” he notes. “That allowed me to understand how transportation fit into the total picture, and I could help influence decisions that were not just good for the private fleet but for our company as well.”

After earning his CTP, he implemented many of the ideas he gained from attending the Private Fleet Management Institute. “Historically, our truck fleet costs were buried,” he continues. “I realized I needed to have my finger on the pulse of the operation, and six months from getting back from the Private Fleet Management Institute, we had the trucks separated and operating on their own profit and loss statements so we would know if they’re making money or not.”

“For the fleet manager, numbers are the controlling force in planning, monitoring and implementing profit-center budgets. Fleet efficiency drives the profitability that's so important to corporate management. Mennel's fleet has separate profit centers, making it easier to identify problems. This also makes it easier to do cost comparisons when outside companies submit proposals to take over the fleet. Being able to demonstrate profitability, ROI, and on-time deliveries adds value to the fleet in the eyes of upper management.”

Strausbaugh stresses the importance of communication skills in achieving success. “A manager needs to be pro-active in communicating with all levels of personnel. The quality of information is essential and the ability to use it creatively is critical for success.”

But for all he has gained from his participation and leadership in NPTC and the CTP program, Strausbaugh stresses the need to invest in the community that has allowed him to harvest so much. Aside from his leadership positions, he has helped write exam test questions, grade the exam, and speak at the Private Fleet Management Institute – proving once again that he has reaped more than what he has sown.
