
B u s i n e s s Friday, September 18, 2020

Friday36

Musk Method: Learn from 
partners then go it alone

Investors awaiting ‘Battery Day’ announcements on Sept 22

Southwest grounds 
130 Boeing 737-800 
airplanes over data
WASHINGTON: Southwest Airlines Co said late Wednesday
it temporarily grounded 130 Boeing 737-800 aircraft after
it discovered discrepancies in aircraft weight data. The Dal-
las-based airline said in a statement that “out of an abun-
dance of caution, we have temporarily ceased flying the
respective aircraft to enter the correct weights of the aircraft
in question into the system and reset the program.” South-
west said the discrepancy in weight data is 75 lbs. The airline
said the temporary halt to flights would “cause some delays
and/or cancellations; however, we anticipate the impact to
our operation to be minimal.”

Boeing didn’t immediately respond to a Reuters request
for comment. In January, the US Federal Aviation Adminis-
tration (FAA) said it was seeking to fine Southwest $3.92
million for alleged weight infractions on 21,505 flights on
44 aircraft between May 1, 2018 and Aug. 9, 2018. The FAA
alleged that Southwest operated the flights with incorrect
operational empty weights, and center of gravity or mo-
ment data, which is used to determine how many passen-
gers and how much fuel can be safely carried and where
cargo should be located. A February report by the Trans-
portation Department’s Office of Inspector General said
the FAA violated its own guidance in addressing non-com-
pliance by Southwest. — Reuters

LONDON: Elon Musk is hailed as an innovator
and disruptor who went from knowing next to
nothing about building cars to running the
world’s most valuable automaker in the space of
16 years. But his record shows he is more of a
fast learner who forged alliances with firms that
had technology Tesla lacked, hired some of their
most talented people, and then powered through
the boundaries that limited more risk-averse
partners.

Now, Musk and his team are preparing to
outline new steps in Tesla’s drive to become a
more self-sufficient company less reliant on sup-
pliers at its “Battery Day” event on Sept 22.
Musk has been dropping hints for months that
significant advances in technology will be an-
nounced as Tesla strives to produce the low-
cost, long-lasting batteries that could put its
electric cars on a more equal footing with
cheaper gasoline vehicles.

New battery cell designs, chemistries and
manufacturing processes are just some of the
developments that would allow Tesla to reduce
its reliance on its long-time battery partner,
Japan’s Panasonic, people familiar with the situ-
ation said. “Elon doesn’t want any part of his
business to be dependent on someone else,” said
one former senior executive at Tesla who de-

clined to be named. “And for better or worse -
sometimes better, sometimes worse - he thinks
he can do it better, faster and cheaper.”

Tesla has battery production partnerships
with Panasonic, South Korea’s LG Chem and
China’s Contemporary Amperex Technology Co
Ltd (CATL) that are expected to continue. But
at the same time, Tesla is moving to control pro-
duction of cells - the basic component of electric
vehicle battery packs - at highly automated fac-
tories, including one being built near Berlin, Ger-
many and another in Fremont, California where
Tesla is hiring dozens of experts in battery cell
engineering and manufacturing. 

“There has been no change in our relation-
ship with Tesla,” Panasonic said in a statement
provided by a company spokeswoman. “Our re-
lationship, both past and present has been
sound. Panasonic is not a supplier to Tesla; we
are partners. There’s no doubt our partnership
will continue to innovate and contribute to the
betterment of society.” Tesla did not respond im-
mediately to a request for comment.

Make everything
Since he took over the fledgling company in

2004, Musk’s goal has been to learn enough -
from partnerships, acquisitions and talent re-

cruitment - to bring key technologies under
Tesla’s control, people familiar with Tesla’s strat-
egy said. They said the aim was to build a heavily
vertically integrated company, or a digital ver-
sion of Ford Motor Co’s iron-ore-to-Model-A
production system of the late 1920s.

“Elon thought he could improve on everything
the suppliers did - everything,” said former Tesla
supply chain executive Tom Wessner, who is now
head of industry consultancy Imprint Advisors.
“He wanted to make everything.” Batteries, a big
chunk of the cost of an electric car, are central to
the Musk method. While subordinates have ar-
gued for years against developing proprietary
Tesla battery cells, Musk continues to drive to-
ward that goal. “Tell him ‘No’, and then he really
wants to do it,” said a third former Tesla veteran.

The changes in battery design, chemistry and
production processes Tesla expects to reveal
next week are aimed at reworking the math that
until now has made electric cars more expensive
than carbon-emitting vehicles with combustion
engines. Reuters reported in May that Tesla is
planning to unveil low-cost batteries designed
to last for a million miles. Tesla is also working
to secure direct supplies of key battery materi-
als, such as nickel, while developing cell
chemistries that would no longer need expensive

cobalt as well as highly automated manufactur-
ing processes to speed up production.

‘Straight for mars’
Panasonic is partnered with Tesla at the $5

billion Nevada “Gigafactory”, while CATL and
LG Chem supply cells to Tesla’s Shanghai fac-
tory, where battery modules and packs are as-
sembled for its Model 3 sedan. Panasonic
recently said it is planning to expand its produc-
tion lines in Nevada, which supply the cells that
then go into the battery modules assembled next
door by Tesla. But the Nevada Gigafactory part-
nership almost didn’t happen, according to two
former Tesla executives. 

Musk ordered a team to study battery man-
ufacturing in 2011, according to one former ex-
ecutive, but eventually partnered with
Panasonic in 2013. Now, Tesla is testing a bat-
tery cell pilot manufacturing line in Fremont
and is building its own vast automated cell
manufacturing facility in Gruenheide in Ger-
many. The roller-coaster relationship with
Panasonic mirrors other Tesla alliances. During
its development alliance with Germany’s Daim-
ler , which was an early investor in Tesla, Musk
became interested in sensors that would help
keep cars within traffic lanes. — Reuters

Boeing 737 MAX
crashes:  ‘Horrific’ 
result of lapses 
NEW YORK: Congressional investigators blamed two deadly
Boeing 737 MAX crashes on “repeated and serious failures” by
the company and air safety officials, according to a report re-
leased Wednesday that called for an overhaul of the US aviation
regulatory system. “The MAX crashes were not the result of a
singular failure, technical mistake or mismanaged event,” said the
report, which blasted both Boeing and the Federal Aviation Ad-
ministration.  “They were the horrific culmination of a series of
faulty technical assumptions by Boeing’s engineers, a lack of
transparency on the part of Boeing’s management, and grossly in-
sufficient oversight by the FAA.”

The 239-page report released by congressional Democrats is
the culmination of an 18-month probe by the House Transportation
and Infrastructure Committee into crashes of Lion Air and
Ethiopian Airlines planes that together claimed 346 lives. The latest
in a series of withering reviews of the crashes, the document adds
to scrutiny of both Boeing and the FAA as the agency manages the
process of requiring upgrades to the plane before it is cleared to
fly again. The MAX has been grounded since March 2019.

It is “clear that at Boeing, safety comes after cost-cutting,
profit maximization and share price pumpage,” said Paul Njoroge,
who lost his entire family on the Ethiopian Airlines crash. “The un-
grounding process of the 737 MAX planes should be halted until
the FAA recaptures its authority over Boeing.” The report flagged
numerous failings, including pressure within Boeing to rush the
MAX out in order to compete with an Airbus plane, a “culture of
concealment” in which the plane maker withheld key information

from regulators, and undue influence by the company on FAA
higher-ups, which marred oversight.

Much of the analysis centers on the Maneuvering Charac-
teristics Augmentation System (MCAS), an anti-stall system
that has been seen as a central factor in both crashes because
it activated improperly and repeatedly pointed the jets down-
ward, preventing pilots from regaining control of the planes.
The system suffered from “faulty design,” and Boeing down-
played the importance of the system by failing to classify MCAS
as a “safety-critical” mechanism that would have triggered
tighter oversight. The Chicago-based company also concealed
crucial information about the system, not even alerting pilots to
its existence, the report said. — AFP

ANNAPOLIS JUNCTION: Boeing Company logo is seen on a building
in Annapolis Junction, Maryland. Congressional investigators
blamed two deadly Boeing 737 MAX crashes on ‘repeated and se-
rious failures’ by Boeing and air safety regulators, according to a
report released on September 16, 2020. — AFP 


