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'What are we going to do next?'

By KEITH ROYSDON
kroysdon@muncie.gannett.com 
MUNCIE -- For Bill Wilkey, the quiet is the surest sign that the end has arrived for BorgWarner Automotive's sprawling Kilgore Avenue plant.
"You're so used to machines running and you can't hear yourself think," said Wilkey, a 24-year employee of the auto parts plant. "Now, you can hear a pin drop. It's like going into a dead, empty building."
Wilkey and a couple of dozen other longtime BorgWarner employees are the last vestiges of the workforce -- once 6,000 strong -- at the million-square-foot factory.
After the end of production earlier this month and the end of clean-up operations Thursday and today, all that remains is a June 16 auction of leftover equipment.
And an uncertain future -- for the plant and for a community trying to find its way forward, as evidenced by last night's meeting at Central High School to discuss funding for the future of Muncie and Delaware County.
Attitude changed
The end of production at BorgWarner was a long time coming. The Michigan-based automaker announced in February 2007 that the plant would close. The company cited United Auto Workers Local 287's refusal to re-negotiate its contract, two years ahead of schedule. Labor figures saw it as an effort to close a rare remaining BorgWarner union shop.
The end was easily forecast, though. Over the course of decades, consumer tastes had changed to smaller cars -- many of them imports or products of foreign car makers "transplanted" to the United States -- and away from pickup trucks, including the Ford F-150. The manufacture of parts for the Ford pickup was the core of the local BorgWarner plant's business in its final years.
But as the local plant's contracts shifted and employment dropped -- from more than 6,000 in the 1950s to 2,200 in 1990 to only 780 when the closing was announced -- the fate of the plant seemed sealed.
Ron Dudelston, a 25-year BorgWarner engineering worker who retired in 2008, said he was among the people who saw the end coming, particularly after a divisive strike in 1989.
"The whole attitude of the place changed," Dudelston said. "It became less of a 'city' company and more of an international company."
Plant management figures were less often people who lived in and knew Muncie and more often longtime corporate figures with no local ties.
"There was no bonding to Muncie, no dedication to Muncie, for lack of a better term," Dudelston said.
Auction of equipment set
The final days and weeks at BorgWarner were largely closed to the public. Doug Owenby, the BorgWarner vice president over the plant, declined requests from The Star Press to document the closing.
"The last thing we want is that picture or video of BorgWarner (that) pops up every time we see stories about the economy or automotive industry," Owenby said.
The plant has seen a lot of activity, though. After April 9 -- when 150 workers were laid off and production officially ended -- the remaining 70 workers began the process of cleaning and disassembling machinery.
"We had four trucks today picking up all kinds of stuff," Wilkey said earlier this week. "They were taking out cutting machines, big machines, with 60-ton fork trucks."
What isn't moved out will be sold in an auction. Maynards Auctioneers, Liquidators & Appraisers, a multi-state firm, has scheduled an auction for June 16-18, with a preview day on June 15 for buyers interested in 3,000 pieces of equipment.
As for the fate of the building itself -- parts of which date back to the 1930s -- it is too large and too old to interest modern manufacturers, Dan Allen, president of the Muncie-Delaware County Chamber of Commerce, told a recent meeting of economic development officials.
"They'll see if they can market it," Allen said. "They've indicated a willingness to donate it. But [upkeep] cost alone would be $1 million a year."
Uncertainty about the future
After BorgWarner, Muncie faces challenges beyond just attracting employers.
"I've heard a statistic that for every BorgWarner job that leaves, eight jobs in the community are lost," Dudelston said. "In the short-term, it's going to be painful. But I don't think we're going through anything other communities haven't gone through to some extent.
"In the long-terms ... Muncie's going to have to reinvent itself. To be successful, it's going to take education and a different type of mindset, a different type of job set."
Wilkey -- a pipefitter who meets with other retired and current BorgWarner workers once a month for breakfast -- said the closing of BorgWarner is more than just a blow to the community. He's one of dozens of workers who did not have the combination of age and years of service to qualify for retirement. At nearly 58, he finds himself out of work and losing the co-workers he's known for a quarter of a century.
"It's like, what are we going to do next?" he asked. "It's like you're breaking up a large family."
Additional Facts
BorgWarner/Warner Gear: A local history 
1901 — Tom and Henry Warner found Warner Gear in Muncie, employing eight people. 
1909 — Warner Gear begins building first manual transmission
1920 — Warner Gear employs 1,000 people at plant at the corner of Hackley and Seymour Streets.
1928 — Warner Gear, Borg & Beck (carburetor makers), Marvel-Shebler and Mechanics Universal Joint merge and form BorgWarner, headquartered in Chicago.
1929 — Plant 2 is built at Seymour and Hackley streets.
1930 — Plant 3 is built along Kilgore Avenue.
1935 — Borg-Warner employs 3,700 at Muncie plants.
1937 — United Auto Workers organize.
1940 — BorgWarner builds first power transfer case (for four-wheel drive).
World War II — Jeep transmissions built in Muncie.
1945-46 — Plant 3 expands, a process that continues through 1961.
1950 — BorgWarner begins building Ford-O-Matic at Kilgore Avenue plant.
1951-53 — Peak local employment: Approximately 6,100. A 1953 strike lasts for 10 weeks.
1955 — T-10 manual transmission for Corvette built in Muncie.
1989 — Local Borg-Warner workers strike for 52 days over health insurance issues. 2,575 employees are involved.
1990 — 2,275 employees.
1991 — Sells Muncie built industrial/marine transmission line — 2,700 employees.
1996 — Company announces sale of manual transmission line built in Muncie to Tremac, a Mexican company, resulting in about 800 local job losses.
1999 — 1,100 hourly employees / 200 management.
2000 — BorgWarner, then with nearly 1,300 employees, receives $3.3 million in tax abatement on a $52 million equipment investment. Company officials pledge to create 250 news jobs in return.
2004 — BorgWarner opens first-ever company-owned pharmacy in Muncie, says Muncie is home to the company’s highest health-care costs.
August 2005 — Muncie City Council forgives BW promise to add 250 hourly employees, as per arrangement for 2000 tax abatement. 1,074 hourly employees.
September 2006 — Muncie City Council votes 6-3 to strip BorgWarner Automotive of about $150,000 in property tax abatement, citing a failure to create the promised jobs.
November-December 2006 — Members of United Auto Workers Local 287 refuse to reopen contract negotiations two years early and corporate officials warn the plant could close.
February 8, 2007 — BorgWarner Automotive announces the plant will close by April 24, 2009, the end of the current contract with United Auto Workers Local 287. The local workforce numbers about 780.
July 2008 — About 200 workers — nearly half the remaining workforce — are laid off. 
April 9, 2009 — About 150 workers are laid off and production ends, leaving only about 70 workers to close down the plant.
April 23-24, 2009 — Shutdown of Kilgore Avenue plant.
June 15, 2009 — Preview of a three day auction of unwanted machinery at the plant.
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