
Bill’s Building Blocks 
When It Just Doesn’t Make Sense 
 
Heading north on McCarter Highway I couldn’t help but see the tractor-trailer coming out 
of Newark blocking all four lanes of traffic.  The tractor was angled to drive underneath 
the PATH/Amtrak railway lines, but from a distance the trailer looked too high to make 
the clearance.  For the first time in many trips to Rutgers-Newark, I began to read the 
height clearance markers: Emmet St. 13’3” both directions, Murray St. 13’6” one way 
out of the Ironbound, South St. 12’4” both ways, Tichenor St. no turns, 
Pennington St. 12’0” one way into the Ironbound, Chestnut St. no 
height marker one way out, Oliver St 13’4” one way in… 
 
This stretch of road just made no sense!  But it was clearly one piece 
of a complex system involving highways, signaling lights, railroad right 
of way, overpass bridges, and signage. Making any kind of change 
would involve disruption to with the whole system. 
 
Okay, show of hands, how many of you have something deep in the 
bowels of your business that doesn’t make sense and that only one or 
two people really understand?  In my experience most organizations 
have this.  For example, my HP manufacturing division had a master 
schedule program lacking the ability to compute available-to-promise.  
But it was written in an obsolete RPGII programming language that no 
one understood.  So it was never changed.  As the business grew and 
new software applications were layered on, the master schedule 
program became buried deeper and deeper into the folk lore of how to 
compensate for running the factory without quoting ATP. 
 
Systems engineering, risk management, and not knowing what you 
don’t know all come into play.  Making meaningful change to an 
embedded function requires a careful and thorough investigation of all 
the interlocking pieces.  You have to separate and understand the 
function of the highway system, traffic patterns in and out of the 
Ironbound, PATH siding schedules, Amtrak right of way, etc.  Attempting to make a 
small, sensible change to any one of these, besides being very expensive, may well 
disrupt the functionality of all the others.  Remember that your supply chain is also such 
a complex system. 
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