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First U.S. Assembly Plant For China's Lenovo Opens In N.C.

JUNE 6, 2013 · 5:11 AM ET
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Leoneda Inge

3-Minute Listen PLAYLIST TRANSCRIPT

Johana Guardado assembles a laptop on Lenovo's new personal computer production line in Whitsett, N.C.

Leoneda Inge for NPR

Chinese computer maker Lenovo celebrated the opening of its first U.S.
manufacturing plant in Whitsett, N.C., on Wednesday. The company is trying to
boost its brand and U.S. market share. Other high-tech firms, including Motorola,
have announced plans to manufacture in the U.S.

The Lenovo plant celebration was a patriotic affair. A large sign was on display
featuring the American flag and the words "Assembled in the U.S."
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Sponsor Message

Gov. Pat McCrory addressed the crowd: "Manufacturing is coming back to the
country, manufacturing is coming back to North Carolina, manufacturing is coming
right back to Guilford County, and this is the beginning of that process. It's not
going to end today, it's just starting today."

Lenovo officials say it's still cheaper to manufacture computers overseas but
"speed of execution is key."

"Time kills deals," says Tom Looney, vice president and general manager for
Lenovo North America. "We've got to do business the way our customers want to
do business, and that's what this facility will give us — the flexibility and speed to
beat our competition every day on the streets."

The assembly plant, built inside an existing fulfillment center, is located near a
busy eight-lane highway. The plant will employ 115 workers to assemble notebooks
and desktops, using components from overseas. Company officials say they hope
to hire more workers.

"I was here 60 days ago to help launch this facility and spoke to employees, and I
told them I was going to take them to their knees," Looney says. "And they actually
got a little concerned about that. But I said I was going to take them to their
knees with orders so that I can hire the next 115 and the next 115."

Curtis Richardson, 27, an engineering student at North Carolina A&T State
University, tests the computers to make sure they work before shipping.

"I really feel that it's an opportunity for me to grow along with the company as
well. That's probably what I really love about Lenovo," Richardson says.
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Economic development officials are excited. Penny Whiteheart, with the Piedmont
Triad Partnership, says she likes advanced manufacturing jobs because they come
with salaries that can support families.

"For instance, here in the Piedmont Triad, the weekly wage for a manufacturer is
almost 20 percent higher than the average for all industries," she says. "So that's
why we pay particular attention to those kinds of companies when we're looking
to recruit new companies to our area."

But Mike Walden, an economics professor at North Carolina State University in
Raleigh, says manufacturing alone can't make up for the tens of thousands of jobs
lost when key North Carolina industries like textiles and furniture went overseas.

"We still need to have a focus of where are going to be the big, big job gains in the
state. What sectors, how are we going to employ our people and what kind of
training do people need to have in order to get those better-paying jobs in the
future?" Walden says.

Lenovo won't say how big it plans to scale up, but right now, its focus is supplying
federal and state agencies and local school districts. And the computers coming
out of this plant will have an American flag on the palm rest.
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Our commitment to you will never waver.
President Trump has signed the bill that eliminates $1.1B of federal funding for
public media.

This devastating decision means fewer reporters on the ground, fewer voices
that dare to ask difficult questions, and fewer stories that reflect the depth
and diversity of our country.

But here’s what will never change: NPR’s commitment to you and our
mission to create a more informed public.

If you believe that everyone deserves access to trustworthy, inspirational
journalism and programming— now is the time to act.

Commit to a recurring monthly gift today to help ensure that this American
resource continues to be a reliable companion and civic cornerstone.

DONATE NOW
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Washington's hydropower has created a data center boom. Some are concerned about its future.
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