[Intro Music]

Samantha:
I'm Samantha Lewis, back to introduce our next podcast. Our hosts today are Barry Render, author of the number one operations management title on the market, and Misty Blessly, professor of supply chain at Temple University.

Today, Barry and Misty will be interviewing Mike Rich, VP of Supply Chain at American Water, the largest regulated water and wastewater utility company in the United States.

Barry:
Hey, Samantha, thanks for the introduction. Michael, thank you so much for joining us today. And Misty, I'm thrilled to have you again as a co-host on our podcast. That should be a regular event.

Misty:
Happy to be here, Barry.

Barry:
Okay, thanks. This is going to be an interesting interview, because Mike, you've had three amazing careers already, and I'm so fascinated by what you're doing right now as the Vice President for Supply Chain at American Water, but I wanted to start off by going through your history and how you got there a little bit, and then spend a lot of time describing for our audience what exactly you do, because your job and your company are just fascinating. Let's go back to your first career, which was, as I recall, 10 years at Home Depot. You had 3,200 SKUs you managed, 10 million in sales. Tell us a little bit about that job, your beginning of your career.

Mike Rich:
Yeah, that job was interesting as I started my career into supply chain. I really did a lot of inventory management there. So at the store level, did a lot of tracking inventory, price changes, forecasting and planning of inventories for things like, you know, the plants that people are buying, concrete block, lumber, things like that. All the major things that people are using in products at their home, or projects at their home. And what I'll tell you is what I really learned from that type of job is customer service, which I think has really helped me in my career, is really understanding how to capture customers' needs, and I think the most important part is understanding how to set expectations. With customers, if you think about it, a lot of what we do in supply chain, things like that, is really a lot of customer service-related activity, and so really rooted in who I am and what I do is how I focus support for the people that are purchasing things or trying to get through the procurement process, and really learned a lot about that back then, early in my career.
Misty:
Okay, Mike, so from Home Depot, you went to Arizona Public Service, and, you know, I'm curious about, how did that lead to your role at APS?

Mike Rich:
Yeah, so back to the inventory management piece. So, really spent many years at Home Depot understanding and forecasting and understanding inventory management controls, things like that. And when I started looking at APS, what I noticed was they had a job posting out there for somebody to come in and help with some inventory controls, inventory management. Apparently, there was, like, an audit finding back then where they needed to have more controls and segregation of inventory and non-inventory. And when I applied for the job, I got an interview, and what was interesting is they told me, hey, we were really trying to recruit somebody who was an engineer to come in and do this type of work. But I convinced them that inventory management is not an engineering role. What I convinced them was it's a supply chain, logistics, procurement type of role in understanding how to forecast and plan and segregate materials and barcoding, things like that. So I really brought that skill set into that company and convinced them that they really should be looking at for supply chain background and inventory background for people to do that type of work. And what was interesting, it was a great fit as an intern there, really helped them clean up their inventory practices, and really was successful leading into a full-time job there at APS.

Barry:
What exactly did Arizona Public Service do, just to clarify?

Mike Rich:
Yeah, Arizona Public Service, or APS, is the largest electric utility in Arizona.

Barry:
Okay, great. Tell us about your experience in strategic sourcing that, and how that tied into your new role at American Water.

Mike Rich:
So, with APS, if you… back then, it was, like, what, 2006 timeframe, 2005, you had that economy bubble that burst, and the housing market kind of dropped, and with that, a lot of the commodity prices changed. And in my role at APS, I was getting into procurement, I was getting into sourcing activities. And right at that time is when a lot of companies really started to look at strategic sourcing and how to apply that to reduce costs, and APS was no different than anybody else. They were trying to figure out how to capture that in the market and reduce their costs for their customers, right? There was an affordability piece aligned with that. We really dug in and started sourcing pipes and power poles and transformers, a lot of big equipment that they were using in their power plants, and how they transmit power, down to the wire, copper wire and things like that. So there was a lot of work done back then to source those categories and commodities that I really learned a lot. I really cut my teeth in supply chain and procurement doing that for APS, so it was a great experience back then. And that's kind of really what accelerated my career into procurement and sourcing to where I am today.

Misty:
So, I can see you mentioned being customer service oriented, Mike, and I can see that thread is carried through all of these positions. So, what do you face as VP at American Water? What is satisfying about that job that makes you love it and stay?

Mike Rich:
Yes, great question. There's a lot of things in this role that are interesting to me. Some of the issues that I face right now is my team is growing, right? We're adding to our employee base in supply chain. We've really proven the concept of procurement here in this company, and we've begun to expand, which is great, but finding the right talent has been a big challenge. Finding the talent that… back to that customer service piece, people who understand customer service, because that's what supply chain is. People have… they'll come to you with, hey, I have a need, and in supply chain, we have to interpret that need, understand what it is, and help them define the scope of what it is exactly they're trying to buy, either goods or services. And so that's one of the challenges, is finding people who are capable of doing that, drawing that information out of the business, and being able to interpret that into procurement activity is one of the biggest challenges. I would say the other thing that's interesting in this role is I do enjoy negotiating. I have a hardcore procurement-type role, where we're negotiating a lot, we're running a lot of bids right now, negotiating a lot of contracts, and I really enjoy that side of supply chain, being able to solve problems through negotiations, be creative in how you're approaching that. But there's a lot that goes behind that, right? You really have to understand what drives your business, you have to understand what's driving the company's financials to help mitigate risk and get to the best outcome for the company. So that's another kind of challenge out there, is you really have to understand your industry, understand your suppliers, and understand your business in order to be able to achieve the ultimate goal of getting a good outcome from negotiations.

Misty:
Well, let me back you up on that for a minute. What can you just share with our listeners what exactly you all do? Because I wasn't very clear on that, and, you know, recently I've learned that you are doing so much more than I thought that you were responsible for. So, what's American Water do?

Mike Rich:
So American Water is the largest water and wastewater utility in the country. We really provide water, so when you turn on the tap at home, that's what we're doing, is providing all the infrastructure required to take that raw water, treat it, and then ultimately push it through the pipes and get it to the customer, so when they turn on the tap or flush the toilet, they have that service right there in their home. And then also, at the back end, we take whatever is waste in terms of water away from the customer's home and dispose of it and treat it properly to put it back into the environment the way we found it.

Barry:
What a fascinating industry. I really don't think very many of our listeners know much about it, but it's, you know, we all have the water coming in, and I just got an announcement from Winter Park yesterday, danger, your water pipes may be causing problems and so on, and it's, what you're doing is fascinating industry. You have so many responsibilities there, and how do you manage all of that?

Mike Rich:
It's tough. You have to be organized, right? You gotta have the right team behind you, which gets back to make sure you're hiring the right people. But, you know, in this industry, and I'll tell you just generally in utility industry that I've seen, is that we're different in that when we… our culture here is that we all help each other, right? Regardless of what your background is and what discipline, if you're engineering, or customer service, or rates and regulatory, we're all here, we all rally around a central goal of delivering clean, safe, reliable, affordable water to our customers. And that's really what everybody's here and focused on doing, right? And having that central culture that everybody's focused on is really what makes this happen and makes my job easier, is knowing that my team is focused on that, the people we support in terms of how we buy things and procure things are in support of that. Our suppliers are absolutely bought in on what we're trying to do and the mission of our company to supply the water to our customers, so it takes a little bit of a village to get there, but it's a great challenge to have, and again, it just makes the job so much enjoyable just knowing that everybody's here rally around one central mission.

Misty:
Okay, so I have a question about Agentic AI, because I know that you've mentioned that before, and I know that you were trying to incorporate that into what you do to make it easier. So, you know, how are you using that in developing your category strategy?

Mike Rich:
That's a great question. I sit on a lot of calls with other CPOs talking about Agentic AI, and it's interesting you hear all these fascinating stories out there. Agentic AI is really kind of a high in the hype cycle, if you pay attention to what the hype cycle is in procurement. Agentic AI is really kind of the new thing out there. And everybody's trying to figure out how to play with it, how to use it and integrate it into their operations. From a supply chain standpoint, we're really starting simple, right? And that's what I would say a lot of my peers are out there doing, is really trying to figure out, from a simple aspect, how do we deploy this? One of the use cases we're playing with right now is using AI to enhance, like, part descriptions, so we have a lot of part descriptions in our warehouse across the company for the various types of pipe valves and fittings that we buy, using it to expand on those part descriptions a little bit, and then even create images, right? So you can put in there, here's a description of a specific part type, and even provide the manufacturer, manufacturer part number, and it can go out there and generate an image that you can put into your catalog system for your end users to be able to select from, to help support their projects. You know, what I'm focused on is keeping and starting small with how we're deploying Agentic AI. What I will tell you is there's a lot of other use cases out there around how to use just generative AI, like chat GPTs, things like that, are really where we're seeing a lot of value. It's really enhancing the things that our employees are doing in supply chain. Simple things like building scopes of work. You can ask, you can prompt it, hey, tell us how… give us an example RFP for this type of service, right? Maybe it's a service to do construction, or some janitorial service, something simple, right? And it will come back with a really comprehensive scope of work that you can use in an RFP, right? Something like that, or hey, I'm curious what the best practice is for writing a particular policy for procurement, things like that, is where we're seeing a lot of value with just AI in general.

Misty:
I love that. I definitely want to make sure all my students that are in procurement, and especially having been a procurement person, in my past life, I could see how this would come in handy, and I really want to make sure that my students are aware of this, and, you know, looking out for it in the job.

Mike Rich:
You know, the one thing in the current market, right, with the employees that I have here at American Water is, it's a new technology using ChatGPT, or we use Copilot here, but it's new, and it's a new thing for employees to get used to how to integrate it into the work that they're doing. And when it first came out, it was, you know, people were using it to seem smart, right? Hey, I'm gonna use AI today, I'm gonna have it write an email for me, or, you know, something, and it's been impressive. Like, I've been impressed by how it's enhanced people's work. And it takes it to the next level, the things that they're doing. But the reality is, anymore, is that if you're not using it, you're not keeping up with your peers in the workplace, right? And the expectation nowadays, and I'm telling my employees, hey, if you're not using it, you're getting left behind, right? And eventually, somebody who is using it is going to take your place, and so you gotta figure out how to integrate that into your day-to-day work activities.

Misty:
Definitely, I'm trying to use it for good in the classroom, for competencies outside of the classroom.  

Barry:
Misty, I'm glad you brought that up, and Mike, that's a great answer. It's certainly something we're all concerned with.

Misty:
Mike, thank you for your service, because you recently did spend a year in the Middle East working on a project called Operation Heavy Lift.  And at some point, we'd love to invite you back because we all know that's where business logistics actually came from, military logistics.

Mike Rich:
Yeah, absolutely, I would love to.  Really appreciate the support, and really enjoyed the experience here, so I appreciate it.

Misty:
Thank you.

Barry:
Misty, I'm glad you brought that up, and Mike, that's a great answer. It's certainly something we're all concerned with. Thanks for joining us today. Misty, it was great to have you as co-host again, and Mike, it was great to have you. We’ve learned so much about your industry, and you've had a great experience, and I'm glad you were able to share it with us today. Thanks for joining us.

[Outro Music]


