[Intro Music]

Samantha Lewis:
I'm Samantha Lewis, and I'm excited to introduce our latest podcast.
Our host today is Barry Render, author of the number one operations management title on the market.
Today, Barry is speaking with Ron Piccolo, CEO of the Florida Semiconductor Engine.
Barry and Ron will be discussing the importance of reshoring semiconductors to the U.S.

Barry:
Thanks, Sam, for that introduction, and Ron, thank you so much for joining us today. You have had an exemplary academic, experience. You were your associate dean at the University of Central Florida College of Business. You were chairman of the Management Department for 6 years.
You've held the Galloway Endowed Professorship, you were vice president of the university for a while for advancement, and Editor‑in‑Chief of Organizational Dynamics. UCF's kind of a special school, isn't it, Ron? What makes it different?

Ron Piccolo:
Well, good morning, Dr. Render. Thank you for the opportunity to spend some time with you. Yeah, I would say UCF is a special place. The university was created in 1963 to support the emerging space program in the country.  We, we like to brand ourselves as Space University.  We have a high percentage of employees at the Kennedy Space Center are alums of the university.

We've had, since our foundation, a focus on technology and engineering. And of course, now, we're one of the largest universities in the country by student population. We have about 70,000 students spread over 4, thriving campuses in Central Florida.

Barry:
And the department that you were chairman of, management, alone has how many students?

Ron Piccolo:
Well, the College of Business, is 9,300 students, both grad and undergrad.  And the Department of Management, had about 30 faculty. And we had just under 2,000 students in the Department of Management.

Barry:
a massive organization. So I have to ask you, why would you possibly leave that academic situation to become CEO of Florida Semiconductor Engine?

Ron Piccolo:
Yeah, it's a good question. There's a couple things. For one, I'm still, employed by the university, so I still hold my faculty status and my administrative role at the university.
But UCF has been involved in a rather innovative initiative.  It was about 12 years ago when there were, several municipalities came together, and the university came together to start an advanced manufacturing campus for the purpose of reshoring semiconductor design and manufacturing here in Florida.

And the university's been very involved in that, and I've represented UCF as part of the consortium
And so, there was a need, with some federal grants, for leadership of the semiconductor engine, and they reached out to the university, like, can the UCF served the role of leading the engine and having an active role in managing a federal grant, and that's how I got appointed to serve in the role.

Barry:
Let me go back to a basic question, a little higher level.  Why are semiconductors such an important area for the United States?

Ron Piccolo:
Semiconductors are now in every part of our daily life. Your watch, your phone, your heart monitor, your car, and it's been that way for years, but as the world has become more, you know, technology‑oriented, and every aspect of our life has touching technology. There's a greater need for speed and power and lightweight devices. And they all run on semiconductors, right? 

We have a branding campaign called The Magic Inside. It's like the magic that exists inside all of our high‑powered devices, and it's a critical technology, most of which is done in Asia. So, you know, the infrastructure and ecosystem is probably heavily weighted, and it is heavily weighted on design in the United States, but manufacturing and packaging in Asia, whether that's Taiwan, Japan, Hong Kong, etc. So, they're for security reasons, for efficiency of the supply chain.  And just for, kind of national security and national leadership, There's been an effort, a very active effort and investments by the administration to bring a lot of the production and packaging back to the United States, and we're right in the middle of that. In fact, we're funded by the National Science Foundation to serve that purpose, to help facilitate production, secure the supply chain, limit the amount of transport of the devices. Again, there's design in one part of the country, or one part of the world, production in another part, and packaging in another part. We're trying to put it all together in one place.

Barry:
One of your goals, as I understand it, is to reshore the, what's called, advanced packaging industry. What does that mean in layman's terms?

Ron Piccolo:
Layman's terms means, you know, if anyone kind of look at old‑school computers, there's the green, you know, PC board that has chips attached on top of it, and the way they would be attached is sort of old‑school soldering to make the chip sort of attach itself to this board. And that's worked for years. It's still part of, many devices.
But, as the demands for speed and power and reduction in heat, you know, kind of continue to increase, and there's the need to keep packaging small, whether it's your phone or your watch or you name it. There have been a whole range of, developments to reimagine the way the chips are packaged.  And so they're stacked on top of each other, they're placed really close together, there's different materials that are attached together. It's a little like, you know, kids playing with Legos, right? And they're attaching the pieces together so they're really tightly, assembled.

And there's not a lot of opportunity for heat or loss of data. So, that's the advanced packaging. It's essentially an elevated way of packaging the semiconductor chips together, and to do it in a secure fashion. Over 90% of the packaging of the chips is done in Asia, either in Taiwan, Japan, or Hong Kong.  

And so, our focus in Central Florida is to bring the advanced packaging work back to the U.S. I think the high‑volume manufacturing is still going to exist in Asia, most of it.  But the specialty packaging, particularly for industries that require high reliability, like space, healthcare.
and, defense, that, that, that can and probably should be done in the U.S, and that's what we're doing in Florida.

Barry:
The U.S. is also reshoring some of the manufacturing, is it not?

Ron Piccolo:
It is, and there have been a number of, pretty serious investments by different, states. Arizona is probably, the biggest investment. They've got wonderful, high‑volume manufacturing fabrication sites in Arizona, but a lot of that was supported directly by the state. They made the decision, the state of Arizona made the decision for direct investment to bring high‑volume manufacturing back. Ohio's done that, Texas has done that.  They're the three states that are attempting to bring back the high‑volume production.  Florida's more specialized, more boutique. Our focus is on advanced packaging for critical and high‑reliability environments.

Barry:
Okay, so you're building sort of an ecosystem here with that $45 million that National Science Foundation just handed you?

Ron Piccolo:
Yes, we're building an ecosystem, or we're encouraging or accelerating the ecosystem
that was already here. And it's anchored on space, aerospace, national defense, and medical technologies. We have those industries here in Central Florida. And what we're trying to do is encourage research, development, translation, and specialized services that allow for a one‑stop shop when it comes to the design, prototype, and testing of advanced packaging.
And to be specific, what we'd like to be able to say Is that a customer can have a classified design of a computer system
And, an advanced packaging assembly.
They can have that done at an R1 research university, like University of Central Florida, or the University of Florida in Gainesville, or South Florida in Tampa. Like, they can have a design done, they can have a prototype of that design fabricated here, and then you can have the testing done
where the university has a testing site.  All within 3 hours, so they can have a classified design.
a defense‑accredited prototype and a DOD‑approved test all within 3 hours. And that is a major improvement, right, in the ecosystem than what's commonly done now, where those services don't all exist in one place.

Barry:
Well, that's what I really like about what you're doing. You're really uniting industry and government and academia through your program that you're managing. You have your hands in all three and coordinating among all three of them.

Ron Piccolo:
Yeah, and I think NSF deserves credit for that, because that was their vision.
You know, the purpose of the grant was to try to integrate and develop and accelerate and foster ecosystems that draw on public, private, universities, the whole range of entities that have to come together for this… for this to work, and for us to be competitive on a global stage.

Barry:
And so, Ron, what is your focus as the CEO? It's a new experience for you.

Ron Piccolo:
It is. Yeah, for me, personally, I think… You know, I love the idea of trying to integrate different entities which have similar longer‑term goals, but different operating systems.
different… different ways of doing business and trying to figure out how they can work together. So I… I personally enjoy, you know, that challenge. I think for our… More specific, more, sort of task‑related objective is we've got to demonstrate an ROI to the National Science Foundation, and we've got to position the ecosystem as worthy of investment, not just from the federal grant, but from other sources.

So, if we are able, right, to actually create an integrated, one‑stop shop with a unique value proposition, that is, design, prototype, and test, all in a, you know, integrated, efficient.
proximal geographic region, that will be worthy of investment by federal sources, and even international companies, and certainly the Department of Defense. So my focus in the next year is to kind of accelerate what's already beginning to emerge.  And then to position it, for additional investment. And, you know, I think ideally, we would like to attract companies here to Florida.
who want to build their businesses here, create jobs, high‑paying jobs, right, broaden and diversify the regional economy, which is heavily dependent on tourism and agriculture, so… I mean, that's kind of where, you know, we want to be, and what we're trying to accomplish.

Barry:
That's a great answer, Ron, and I think you're in a great position to do it. I've known you for a long time, and if anyone can pull this off, it's you, but I do have one last question for you. Don't you miss just being a professor?

Ron Piccolo:
I miss parts of it, for sure. I miss the classroom, I miss my colleagues, you know, there's also something I'm missing a little bit, which is, you know, higher ed is facing its own existential challenges and is ripe for disruption, whether it's AI or it's the balance of funding from states to support public research universities.  I miss being there right now, because so much is happening in the higher ed space, and sort of want to be part of that.

On the other hand, I, I, you know, I'm having a great time. Like, this is an important challenge.
I mean, when we think about… when I think about, like, okay, I wake up and try to figure out how do we spark and encourage the United States' national competitiveness on a critical technology. Like, that's pretty… that's pretty exciting, right? And that's stretching me out personally. I'm having to learn the language of an entire new industry.

Trying to weave together the research interests of, several different universities and privately funded design centers. I feel fortunate, right, to be in the role where I can try new things, and look, I'm a management professor, and we talk about leadership and strategy all the time, right? This is what I've been teaching for 20 years.  So now I get to put it to the test. Let's see. Let's see if I know what I've been talking about all these years.

Barry:
I think we know what you've been talking about. You've done great, and we're so pleased that you were able to share your ideas with us today, Ron. Thanks so much for joining us.

Ron Piccolo:
My pleasure, thank you for the opportunity.


[Outro Music]


