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 Planes, Trains, Automobiles,  
 and Ships, Too  -By Dana Beyerle

Alabama has a sweet home transportation manufac-
turing base that rolls out 1 million automobiles a year, 
launches naval vessels, outer space rockets and loco-
motives, not to mention assembling world-class pas-
senger airplanes.

From north Alabama’s Toyota automotive engine plant 
and Boeing rocket and Raytheon missile manu-
facturing, to central Alabama’s automotive 
giants Honda and Mercedes-Benz, metal 
pipe making and Progress Rail Corp.’s 
headquarters in Albertville, to south 
Alabama’s Hyundai assembly plant 
and the Austal USA shipbuilding cen-
ter at Mobile’s deep water port, if it’s 
air, land, or sea transportation you’re 
looking for, Alabama has it.

Alabama’s durable goods and non-durable 
goods manufacturing segment of the economy em-
ploys nearly 300,000 people, or 14 percent of the 
non-farm job base. Manufacturers’ News says that 
Alabama is home to 5,292 manufacturers employing 
297,055 workers.

“Alabama’s large- and small-manufacturing base 
continues to grow and add value to family pocket-
books, public treasuries, and investors,” said William 

J. Canary, president and CEO of the Business Coun-
cil of Alabama. “These manufacturing centers draw 
engineering, design, and production expertise from 
around the globe. The expertise stays here in the form 
of training and knowledge.

“Manufacturing requires extensive service, energy, 
and supply support, which link to virtually every 

business in the state,” Canary said. 

Alabama’s non-steel making resur-
gence began in 1993 when Mer-
cedes-Benz U.S. International an-
nounced it would begin assembling 
passenger vehicles near Tuscaloosa. 

That was followed by Honda Manufac-
turing of Alabama east of Birmingham, 

Hyundai Motor Manufacturing Alabama 
in Montgomery, and Toyota Engine Manufac-

turing Alabama in Huntsville.

Here are some manufacturing numbers in no partic-
ular order:

Automotive – Alabama’s No. 1 export. Last year Al-
abama shipped $7.3 billion worth of automobiles 
to 99 countries, according to the Economic Devel-
opment Partnership of Alabama and the Alabama 
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LEFT: Alabama is synonymous with 
rockets and missiles.

RIGHT: Alabama’s aerospace 
industry began in 1910 and 
continues with civilian aircraft 
manufacturing in Mobile by Airbus.

BOTTOM RIGHT: Manufacturing 
plants turned out nearly 1 million 
vehicles last year.

Department of Commerce. Thirty 
different countries have auto-relat-
ed manufacturing here.

The BCA partners with the Alabama 
Automotive Manufacturers Associa-
tion to promote and enhance a pos-
itive business climate for Alabama 
manufacturers and the automotive 
manufacturing industry. The BCA 
and the AAMA value the contribu-
tion that automakers and their sup-
pliers make to Alabama.

It’s been some contribution, said Ron 
Davis, president of the AAMA and a 
BCA board member.

“The auto industry has transformed 
the state of Alabama with the addition 
of plants that added a lot of suppli-
er jobs and put Alabama more on the 
map as a manufacturing state,” Davis 
said. “In our AAMA events, we have 
observed folks from other states come 
into Alabama and understand what we 
have is working well for our state.

“A big part of what’s happening is the 
teamwork of our agencies, the AIDT, 
BCA, the Department of Commerce, 

(Commerce Secretary) Greg Can-
field, AAMA, all of them working to-
gether as partners,” Davis said.

He said the industry that employs 
more than 150,000 men and women 
in Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3 suppliers 
has become so important that a ma-
jor automotive research company, 
Electrifil Corp. opened its North and 
South American R&D headquarters 
in Limestone County. “We’re now 
doing more research and develop-
ment,” Davis said.

Metals - 1,100 manufacturers em-
ploying more than 50,000 skilled 

workers. Alabama is home to three 
of the nation’s seven major pipe 
makers and is home to some of the 
Southeast’s major scrap metal deal-
ers. Metals accounted for $1.5 billion 
in exports in 2011, the Department of 
Commerce said.

Aerospace – 83,000 employed in 400 
aerospace companies. Incidentally Al-
abama’s aerospace industry began in 
1910 when the Wright Brothers founded 
a civilian flight training center at what 
would become Maxwell Air Force Base.

Alabama Commerce Secretary Greg 
Canfield said Alabama’s aviation and 
aerospace future looks bright partly 
because of the newest addition, Air-
bus, which announced a $600 million 
Mobile facility in 2013. Recently Air-
bus started getting its first compo-
nents to assemble passenger aircraft. 
Even before Airbus begins, Alabama 
exported more than $651 million in 
aerospace equipment and parts.

“Our aerospace and aviation sector is 
poised to reach new altitudes in coming 
years as major industry players expand 
their Alabama operations,” Canfield said.
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The impact of The Boeing Co.’s di-
rect and indirect engineering and 
manufacturing presence, and its 
223 manufacturers, was $512.8 mil-
lion in 2014.

Shipbuilding – Austal USA in May 
launched the recently christened 
USNS Brunswick (JHSV 6) at Mo-
bile. The ship will undergo final fit-
ting and testing before delivery to 
the Navy later this year.

Three ships similar to the Brunswick 
and seven Littoral Combat Ships are 
under construction in Mobile. The 
USNS Trenton (JHSV 5) recently left 
Mobile for the Pensacola Naval Air 
Station. The USS Jackson (LCS 6) will 
undergo seal trials later this summer. 

In 1999, Austal USA started its ship-
building yard in Mobile and began 
producing high-speed marine trans-
portation including naval ships such 
as the Littoral Combat Ship that pro-
vides close-to-shore offensive and 
defensive capabilities and the Joint 
High Speed Vessel.

Austal is also collaborating with 
another company on hull, mechan-
ical, electrical, planning, config-
uration, material, and logistics in 

order to modernize a variation of 
the LCS class ship.

Austal is now Alabama’s largest man-
ufacturer with 4,230 employees.

Recognizing the importance of 
manufacturing and the fact that 
25 percent of the BCA’s members 
are in manufacturing, the BCA, as 
the state’s exclusive affiliate to the 
National Association of Manufac-
tures, created the Manufacturing 
Advocacy Council.

The MAC is a select group of mem-
bers with experience, skill, and in-
nate understanding of the manufac-
turing process that can help promote 
and enhance a positive business cli-
mate for Alabama manufacturers. 

In March the NAM President and 
CEO Jay Timmons helped the BCA 
and the Alabama Technology Net-
work celebrate the state’s significant 
manufacturing base as guest speaker 
at the BCA’s Manufacturer of the Year 
Awards event in Montgomery.

Timmons spoke about manufac-
turing and associated issues at the 
final stop of his national State of 
Manufacturing Tour. “Today, the 

state of manufacturing is as resil-
ient and robust as ever - and that’s 
why, once again, America is rising,” 
Timmons said.

“The value of manufacturing to Al-
abama’s economy cannot be stated 
enough,” Canary said. “Simply put, 
the state’s evonomic engine is pow-
ered by manufacturing.” TMADV
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The Business Advocate is pub-
lished by the Business Council 
of Alabama, Alabama’s fore-
most voice for business. The 
BCA is a non-partisan statewide 
business association represent-
ing the interest and concerns 
of three-quarters of a million 
working Alabamaians through 
its member companies, and is 
Alabama’s exclusive represen-
tative to the National Associa-
tion of Manufacturers and the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 
For information on becoming a 
member of BCA, contact Elaine 
Fincannon, 334.240.8749, or 
elainef@bcatoday.org. For more 
information, visit bcatoday.org.
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Profiled in a FOX News documentary entitled, “The Man Who Killed Usama Bin Laden,” Robert O’Neill will 

share insights and experiences as one of the most highly decorated combat veterans of our time at the Business 

Council of Alabama’s 2015 Chairman’s Dinner. If you’re a contributor to the BCA’s Carrying the Flag for Business 

campaign, you can be there. Contact Nathan Lindsay for more information at nathanl@bcatoday.org.
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