[Intro Music]

Samantha: 
I'm Samantha Lewis, here to introduce our latest podcast. Our hosts today are Barry Render, author of the number one operations management title in the market and Misty Blesley, Professor of Supply Chain at West Virginia University.
Today, Barry and Misty will be interviewing Brandi Shortt, President at ABARTA Coca-Cola Beverages, the 10th largest bottler of Coca-Cola across the Coca-Cola system in North America.

Barry:
Samantha, thanks for the introduction, and Misty, thanks for introducing us to your friend Brandi Shortt. And Brandi, we're thrilled to have you with us today on the podcast.

Brandi Shortt:
Good morning, and I'm thrilled to be here as well.

Barry:
Brandi, you've had a tremendous background. You did consulting in Chicago for years, but you've really been in the soft drink industry for most of your career for many years. Can you sort of give us a little bit of information about your background, how you get to be president of this company?

Brandi Shortt:
Yeah. So it's quite funny. I've been in the industry for 30 years.  I think what's unique about me is I think I found supply chain before people knew what supply chain was. You know, it's really exciting. I started thirty years ago in Atlanta.
I worked for an apparel manufacturing company that was in restructuring, and it was being led by a turnaround firm. And I just really rolled up my sleeves and took that as an opportunity to learn manufacturing from the VP of manufacturing. I learned finance from the finance operators. And I really feel like that was the catalyst in my career because I learned the intersection of supply chain and finance, the intersection of supply chain and sales.  And it just really gave me a holistic view of how an operation works.  
Yeah, I went on to do stand-up planning shops, both supply and demand in high tech and automotive. And then I found myself in the Coca-Cola system where I've just had the privilege of having various roles across supply chain strategy, I've had field operations roles, I've led roles in revenue growth management, and, also led our procurement consortium, which is procurement across all of our bottling systems that I'll talk about a little bit later.
But that led me to leading a bottler, BARTA Coca-Cola Beverages. And, you know, I feel really fortunate. I feel like, you know, I'm one of those leaders that, you know, as you read, there's a trend that supply chain professionals are now being considered for general management and president and CEO roles. And I feel like I'm one of the privileged that has had the opportunity to do that, and that, you know, the Coca-Cola system sees the value in an operator running an organization.

Barry:
That's a great story.

Misty:
So, Brandi, we know Coca-Cola's been around for a long time. I can't imagine there's anyone who hasn't heard about your brand.  Can you help our listeners understand the current structure of the company, and why it makes sense for the company?  And how ABARTA Coca-Cola fits into all of that?

Brandi Shortt:
Sure. It's always great when people say, you know, oh, you work for the Coca Cola company, and then you try to explain what you do. And it's, you know, really hard to understand because what most people don't understand is the Coca Cola company does a couple of things. 
One, they produce fantastic marketing.
Two, they actually manufacture the syrup, which is what goes into the cans and the bottles. But actually, the bottling system is comprised of 64 bottlers across North America. Most of those bottlers, if not all of them, have a lineage to a family or a family-owned.
And, you know, we're actually, as a bottling system, we actually fill the cans, we fill the bottles, and distribute them to our customers locally. And the reason why I think this works, you know, is because the bottler has a vested interest in the community. We operate in the communities we serve, we operate in the communities where our consumers are, we invest in our communities. And so, you know, I think that that model works because we have a vested interest in the community. 
So I'm excited to be part of a franchise system. It's been a unique experience working for a family-owned bottler, is certainly a fantastic opportunity, but I think our system works, it's powerful, again, because we operate in the communities that we serve.

Barry:
Brandi, it seems like almost everyone, every organization, is trying with various degrees of success to adopt AI. Are you getting into that at all with your organization?

Brandi Shortt:
Yeah. It's a great question. AI everywhere. Right? And it's all over the news this morning, and should we be using it, and is it scary, or is it not scary?
You know, I think that for… for my organization, the way that I look at it is two-fold.  One, it is speed to technology.  And then it's speed to information. 
We are able to produce solutions in a way that is so much more rapid than ever before. And just an example, that would be, you know, we just recently started producing Coca-Cola beverages in our Cleveland manufacturing facility. And, you know, we're going from, you know, tripling the amount of volume that we need to put out. So you need things like a line information system, a quality information system, and you know, those are things that would take us, you know, months or years, you know, to implement within our ERP system. We were able to develop that in probably less than a month. You know, and that is write the code, generate what we needed, have the boards up, be able to produce, you know, how the line was producing, you know, what were our quality defects.  I mean, and that is a record amount of time. 
But I think what's even more important is the speed to information. Not only are we able to put in different systems and technologies and capabilities, but we're able to analyze that data in a way that we weren't able to before. We would have needed to collect data for months, weeks, years, whatever it may be, to be able to derive any sort of strategy.
Now we're able to leverage AI to say, hey, you know, our goal would be, from a preventative maintenance perspective, how do we get to predictive preventative maintenance? It's not old school, hey, it's time to replace this on the laborer, this on the packer. Now, AI is able to tell us, it's time to replace this because of the speed, because of the way that the machinery is behaving. So, I mean, I really see it as unlocking capability.  You know, speed to capability, and then really just how we leverage data in our system so much faster than we've ever been able to before.

Misty:
One of the things that you and I talked about in the past is that you had a really interesting story about how Coca-Cola managed during COVID, and I would love it if you could share with our listeners about how you managed those issues during COVID.

Brandi Shortt:
Well, I always say, like you know, because it seemed like everyone thought we should know we would have supply issues. So, gosh, if I had a doll- if I if I knew that, you know, in 2020, all of a sudden, we were gonna be locked in our houses and, you know, everything was gonna happen, I probably would have moved to a deserted island. But instead, I led an organization called Coca-Cola Bottling Sales and Services, and one of the roles of that organization was--is procurement. 
So think of it this way.  Not every bottler is going to go out and buy cans for themselves. We bought cans.  You know, each individual, you know, bottler did, we wouldn't get the value of the system. And so one of the purposes of CCBSS is the procurement across North America, so we procured $10 billion of goods and services, on behalf of the Bottlers and Coke North America.
One of those commodities was cans, and so if you can imagine, as a consumer of Coca-Cola, you know, most people either had a beverage at home, or they went to a restaurant or some sort of venue to consume Coca-Cola.
Fast forward to 2020, we weren't leaving our homes, and so everybody were buying their Coca-Cola beverages to drink from home, and that was, by and large, 12 packs, 24 packs, 32 packs, whatever you could get at club stores or the grocery stores. Well, we quickly ran out of cans. Our can suppliers didn't anticipate it, we didn't anticipate that we would have the demand we did, so…  Overnight, you know, I source everything domestically, or at least within North America, in terms of canned sheet and cans. We didn't have enough supply, so we started, sourcing from countries where beverage was non-essential, so we got cans from Brazil, from China.
And overnight, I had to figure out not only how to import them, but, you know, I never did intermodal. How do you get them on a boat? How do you get them on a train? How do you get them into a port and, you know, ports that were flooded? And so it was just a fascinating experience to be... And, you know, on the bottling side, you know, the operations had to quickly rationalize SKUs, right? We went to Coke, Diet Coke, Sprite, the basics, just to make sure we could get whatever we had available on the shelf. So it taught us a lot about SKU rationalization, supply chain, supply, and just how to get things done in a quick amount of time.

Misty:
Yeah, I understand why you'd want to get the deserted island, so…

Barry:
Let me ask you, let me turn it around a little bit, Brandi, and ask you about warehouse automation. These days, are you building new warehouses, and what do they look like?

Brandi Shortt:
Yeah, I think, you know, when we start to look to the future as a Coca-Cola system, and particularly ABARTA Coca-Cola Beverages, you know, you hear on the news and throughout the, you know, there's shortages of workers and, you know, and we certainly are challenged to find, you know, drive—CDL drivers and find warehouse order builders, so people who are going to build those pallets that go into the customer outlet.
So for ABARTA as well as other bottlers in the system, one of our strategies is we build and invest in our facilities. So for example, ABARTA is building a facility outside of Harrisburg, a 250,000 square foot facility, and we're investing in warehouse automation and not necessarily, you know, we're going to try to figure out how we don't have people in the process. We're trying to make the process easier. 
Being an order builder in Coca-Cola system and slinging cases onto a pallet, it's hard.  There's a lot of safety challenges with it. You know, it's not an easy job. And so as we want to look to make that role easier and more attractive in the future, we're implementing a system called VertiQ. And it's really picking cases to a belt and then having robotics, you know, build in layers those pallets for us. So it minimizes, you know, the amount of effort from the order builder, which protects them and is a safer environment and a more attractive job. And then we have the robotics building the pallet at the end of the palletizer.

Misty:
Awesome. So I have one last question for you, Brandi. How do you currently balance risk?

Brandi Shortt:
So in my previous role, when we look at supply and supply chain risk, you know, we're always trying to figure out how we diversify our suppliers. So, you know, not all of everything. And that's one of the advantages of running a supply chain or a procurement consortium is that you can look at the supply across North America versus just an individual bottler may receive their cans, let's say, from only one can supplier. Well, we can balance risk across our whole system, across maybe, say, 3 can suppliers, so that that way, you know, we're not solely dependent on one provider, in the event that you run into a can crisis in 2020. So, same with canned sheet and other, aspects of our supply chain. When it comes to sugar, we have multiple suppliers.  PET.  Really just anything you can imagine that goes into a Coca-Cola bottle or can.

Barry:
Very good answers. Thank you so much, Brandi. Misty and I are thrilled that you were able to join us today. You've given us great background with your expertise in this industry, fascinating stories, a lot we didn't know about the bottling industry in general, so we appreciate you taking the time to join us today.

Brandi Shortt:
Thank you for having me. I really appreciate being here.

[Outro Music]

