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ines, cement manufactur
ers and other bulk handling 
operations that rely on con
veyors are inching toward 
an educational dilemma. 
Equipment designs are be

coming more complex as companies 
require higher volumes and increased 
efficiency. The number of experienced 
people who know how to maintain and 
troubleshoot these highly technical sys
tems in a wide range of operating condi
tions is shrinking, creating a knowledge 
gap between operators and workers 
tasked with maintaining and repairing the 
systems. 

However, some large manufacturers 
have discovered that, by shifting some 
of their charitable giving priorities, the 
company can still have a positive impact 
on the community, close knowledge gaps 
and support future labor needs. 

In the late 1990s the automotive industry 
faced-and in some cases still faces-a 
similar maintenance-labor issue. Cars 
had become complex rolling computers 
run by sophisticated software. New tech
nology forced the traditional mechanic to 
transform into a certified, degree-carrying 
"service tech," akin to a software engineer 
in overalls. By donating modern vehicles 
to vocational and college programs, auto 
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by R. Todd Swinderman, Former President 

and CEO of Martin Engineering and Carol 
Helland - Provost - RRCC 

manufacturers have been able to shift 
some of the burden of training to the stu
dent, assuring that the instruction will ad
dress the company's needs and the cost 
of the program will remain relatively low. 

The innovation trajectory of conveyor 
technology has taken a similar path, 
however equipment in industrial main
tenance training programs is often 5-1 0 
times the cost of a car, which can pres
ent recruitment challenges for smaller 
community-based institutions with more 
affordable tuition. This results in fewer 
people trained on the newest technol· 
ogy entering the workforce, often with a 
higher debt load, requiring greater com
pensation. 

Context Focused Philanthropy 

Michael E. Porter of the Harvard Busi
ness School[ 1] pointed out that a large 
portion of corporate philanthropy today is 
strictly used as a form of public relations 
or advertising, which is neither strategic 
nor directly beneficial to the organization. 

He posits that strategic practices should 
not only have a reputational impact, but 
should directly support the needs of the 
corporation and the community in what 
he calls "context-focused" philanthropy. 

A study surveying corporate giving man
agers of U.S. firms with programs at least 
five years old and giving a minimum of 
$200,000 per year found that, as philan
thropic programs become increasingly 
strategic, the nature of corporate philan
thropy evolves to fit a more competitive 
marketplace.[2] This means a company 
using a "context-focused" model will be 
more competitive through a philanthropy 
program that not only benefits the com
munity, but also contributes to its strate
gic goals. 

Philanthropic Strategies that Work 

A prime example is in the small com
munity of International Falls in Northern 
Minnesota, which was experiencing a 
shrinking labor pool, but still has indus
tries in need of people with very specific 
skills. In 2008, the economic downturn 
hit mining and manufacturing in the re
gion especially hard, and layoffs forced 
many local fami lies to seek opportunities 
elsewhere. A retirement age population 
exceeding the number of people enter-

Min1ng People Magazme www.miningpeople.org 



A broad skill set with both modern and traditional equipment 
produces a well rounded graduate. 

Students get the opportunity for hands-on experience 
troubleshooting conveyor issues. 

ing the labor force[3] and regional "brain 
drain" (the loss of local students to the 
lure of other areas)[4] further compounds 
the problem. Now, local industries are 
facing recruiting challenges as they in
crease production and improve techno
logical capabilities. 

"Big Midwest industries generally prefer 
to hire local people, because they know 
the area and have roots here," said Mi
chael Koski, Industrial Maintenance 
Instructor at Rainy River Community 
College (RRCC) in International Falls. 
"There are still lots of Minnesotans who 
are willing to pay for a local college pro
gram to gain the skills they need, if there 
is a good chance of a job waiting at the 
end." 

Prior to Koski taking over the department, 
the Industrial Maintenance Program at 
RRCC had been put on hold due to lack 
of updated equipment and the size of 
the space, which hampered enrollment. 
Upon taking over the new program, 
RRCC provided enough space for Koski 
to seek updated industrial equipment do
nations from his contacts throughout the 
industry. 

"Martin Engineering donated a fully 
equipped demonstration model of a 
functioning modern conveyor system 
with transfer chutes, load zone, cradles, 
idlers and cleaning technology," Koski 
pointed out. "Along with other generous 
donations of equipment from compa
nies like Boise Paper, Northern Belting 
Company, Motion Industries and TriTec, 
this program was able to come back to 
life, producing knowledgeable and safe 
graduates with skills that transfer across 
multiple industries." 

The extra space also allowed the small 
college to add a new equipment shop/lab 
area, which includes 12 welding booths 
with two new, state-of-the art hydraulic 
trainers, a CNC plasma cutting machine, 
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lathe, milling machine, sheet metal and 
metal working machines, and several drill 
presses and grinders. 

Along with the equipment, Martin En
gineering also donated copies of the 
company's 500+ page textbook Founda
tions TM. Widely respected as the con
veyor and bulk handling bible-now in its 
fourth edition-the book focuses on safety 
and lays a groundwork for operators and 
engineers of all levels of expertise to 
know every detail of a working conveyor 
system and its hazards. 

"Foundations places an emphasis on 
quality core knowledge and safe work 
habits," explained Mark Strebel, Divi
sion Manager for Martin Engineering and 
Author of Foundations. "We wanted to 
make sure that graduates are well-round
ed, with an array of skills and a focus on 
safety." 

This year, the RRCC program is prepar
ing to produce its first group of graduates 
with degrees in Industrial Maintenance 
at a projected 85-90% placement rate . 
Some graduates have chosen to transfer 
into four-year programs, which focus on 
engineering and specialized fields. 

creating a StrateUJr 

To create a context-focused strategy, 
companies should review personnel 
needs and business goals, and how the 
donations will support these. By provid
ing equipment and educational materials, 
Martin Engineering and other program 
partners created a phi lanthropic strat
egy that addresses geographical needs, 
technical needs and compliance needs. 

Recruitment is not the only geographical 
need. Having a tailored program nearby 
that the company uses for internal train
ing can lower costs and create an oppor-

tunity for on-the-job training programs for 
students. Although Martin Engineering is 
a global company, many projects are re
gional and allow students in the program 
to periodically assist work crews or en
gage in a summer employment. 

For manufacturers to remain viable within 
the current market, they must constantly 
innovate. This innovation can create a 
technical need due to the knowledge gap 
both internally and with new recruits. By 
working closely with an educational pro
gram, instructors can be kept up to date 
on innovations and they can pass that 
knowledge on to students. Thus, em
ployee development is accelerated and 
recruits need less technical training upon 
entering the organization. 

With the backing of local companies, 
a robust and well-supported Industrial 
Maintenance Program can also cover 
some of the compliance needs of an en
tire region. Many industries have cross
over compliance certifications such as 
Confined Space Entry Permit training, 
Third Party Certification, Forklift Certifica
tion, Overhead Training, etc. If program 
administrators and students know that 
these extra efforts will improve recruit
ment numbers, they will offer them, but 
only with the support of local industries. 

How Does This Increase CompetiUve
nessi) 

To understand the benefits of context
focused philanthropy, consider the direct 
benefits to Martin Engineering, based 
in the neighboring state of Illinois. "It is 
extremely important for us to support our 
region ," said Strebel. "By participating in 
local programs, we receive well-trained, 
safe and motivated applicants and the 
community gets financially stable fami
lies who buy houses and lay down roots. 
It's a win-win." 

continue 
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Philaothropv suaaon continued 

The immediate impact on recruiting is 
fairly evident, but it is the long-term com
petitive benefits that should motivate 
companies to donate strategically. "From 
a sales aspect, having potential custom
ers who are already familiar with the 
brand and its values makes for an easier 
introduction ," Strebel elaborated. "We 
believe that being a major part of early 
and ongoing training will make operators 
more interested in speaking to our people 
and discovering our new products, thus 
increasing their trust in our consultation." 

Martin Engineering customers hiring new 
workers who are comfortable around the 
components and understand how to cre
ate solutions receive the benefit of hav
ing a person on staff that can keep the 
system operating at peak efficiency. This 
type of close familiarity with the benefits 
of a particular brand naturally makes in
dividuals more prone to recommend the 
brand when later researching solutions. 
The process creates advocates and in
fluencers within an organization, making 
the sales process smoother. 

This type of long-reaching strategy has 
proven successful. Porter gave one ex
ample of how the Apple Corporation do
nated thousands of computers to school 
programs in the 1980s, resulting in an 
entire generation of Mac evangelists who 
have helped propel Apple to become one 
of the most profitable companies in the 
world. It's a testament to the power of 
brand familiarity. 

"We make sure that our students know 
who donated what to our program, be
cause it's important that they recogn ize 
who supports their future," Koski said. 
"When a graduate goes for an interview 
and sees that the potential employer 
uses a familiar brand of equipment, they 
can be more confident that they will be a 
top candidate for the job." 

Public Relations 

Association with key charities doesn't 
need to stop. "Our program can work 
very well with organizations that help 
military veterans, youths, women and 
minorities through scholarships and job 
placement," Koski pointed out. 

By implementing positive change in the 
lives of individuals within a community, 
supported by a well-planned media and 
public communication campaign, a com
pany can enjoy PR dividends from its 
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The Martin Engineering demonstration 
model has all of the most modern essential 

components. 

philanthropic efforts. Moreover, organi
zations can close the knowledge gap that 
many other rapidly changing industries 
are experiencing. 

"Martin has made education and safety 
within our industry a priority for decades," 
said Strebel. "This type of philanthropic 
effort is just a natural extension of those 
values." 

R. Todd Swinderman 
- Technology Devel
opment Consultant -
Martin Engineering 

Mr. Swinderman 
joined Martin Engi
neering in 1979 as 
Conveyor Products 
Engineer before be
coming General Man

ager, President and CEO. His vision and 
leadership have focused on developing 
innovative solutions for bulk-materials 
handling and expanding the company's 
capabilities around the world. Stepping 
away from his operations role in 2012, 
Swinderman has been active in CEMA 
as an officer, committee chair and as the 
chief editor and driving force behind the 
updated sixth edition of the textbook Belt 
Conveyors for Bulk Materials. 

Identifying the proper tools to use for 
the job cannot be done with mere pictures. 

Carol Helland, Provost 
- Rainy River Commu
nity College, Appoint
ed Provost of Rainy 
River Community Col
lege in 2014 after more 
than two decades of 
higher education expe
rience in both teaching 

and administration, Mrs. Helland is well 
versed in academic strategic planning, 
assessment, and accreditation of techni
cal programs and liberal arts curricula. 
Working closely with faculty in the design 
and implementation of current and new 
programs, Helland has collaborated on 
concurrent enrollment with regional high 
schools, Applied Learning Institutes and 
Minnesota State University, Mankato, in 
the Iron Range Engineering program. 
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