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A working group whose goal is to help the manufacturing industry in the Peace Country has been given the go-ahead to begin operating in the spring. 

On Monday, the Peace Region Economic Development Alliance (PREDA) announced the formation of the Peace Region Rural Manufacturers Association (PeRRMA). 

The idea stemmed from a PREDA survey of 20 fabricators from the city, county, Fairview, Hythe, Valleyview, Peace River, Rycroft, and Donnelly. 

While the study determined that "overall, Peace Country fabricators are reasonably well-equipped technologically to deal with the jobs presented to them," they also found that there appeared to be a lack of "cohesiveness" among the various companies. 

Example: "There were no instances where two companies with similar technical assets combined forces to bid on a contract that was too big for either one to handle individually," PREDA wrote in its survey. 

The survey was what the project co-ordinator Lloyd Sherk of Beaverlodge called the first phase of the process. 

"Phase II was to set up an association to foster, to aid these companies in becoming more economically viable," said Sherk, who was hired by the Centre for Research & Innovation (CRI) who will be managing the association. 

"The idea would be to work at setting up manufacturing so that the companies would either manufacture a complete item themselves or the big plan is for collaboration where if we can get a number of companies together that can bid on a big oilfield project or an oilsands project – something large. 

Sherk said the manufacturing/fabrication industry is small but strong and has the potential for exponential growth in the long term. 

And that is where PeRRMA will come in, he said. 

A steering committee will be created shortly and at end of March or in early April, there will be a meeting with manufacturers and fabricators to determine what form the association will take and it will then be officially set up.

There will be four sessions a year to discuss new ideas and new technologies, a cutting and welding show in the fall, and also sponsorship of education programs, Sherk explained. 

"The association is designed basically to look at different initiatives to benefit the rural region, to develop industry in the region. The idea being if you develop, or have a stronger manufacturing (industry) you have more jobs in the region, you keep more people," he added. 

Funding for the project will come from PREDA as well as the provincial government in the form of a Rural Community Adaptation Program Grant. 

Sherk said that even though the economy is experiencing a downturn, now is the right time to set up something like PeRRMA, which will benefit the region as a whole. 

"This is a great time, in that I've been told by some people that because the economy is in a bit of a downswing, some of the owners and foremen and those sort of people would have the time to actually dedicate to an association," he said. 

"(Also), we want to be in a position that when the economy swings back that we're already as strong as we can be and we've got the association in place so that we can help these companies as much as we can." rzaccagna@bowesnet.com
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