
REAL-LIFE MANUFACTURING SUCCESSES DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Building a Resilient  
Supply Chain
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Manufacturers understand the importance of resilience 
to ensure business survival and maximize profits in the 
face of all the disruptions that have resulted from the 
COVID-19 pandemic including product demand changes, 
cost control uncertainty, and supply chain gaps.

Your organization needs to safeguard against this volatility and adjust to supply 
chain disruptions to keep operations humming. Yet today, only 21% of supply chain 
organizations believe they have a highly resilient network, according to the Gartner 
report, “Weather the Storm: Supply Chain Resilience in an Age of Disruption.” 

Now is the time for your company to move forward confidently and take advantage 
of the opportunity to learn lessons from the past year. As you work to build your own 
secure and steadfast supplier network, one approach to consider is focusing on better 
leveraging available technology. 

How Microsoft Dynamics 365 Finance and 
Operations Supports Success
There are many lessons to be learned from two Alithya customers, Pexco and Reily Foods, 
as they each faced considerable challenges on how to serve customer needs during the 
pandemic. As Heath Hatchell, Director of Finance at Pexco, said: “We were tasked with trying 
to respond to what the challenges were at the moment, and continuing to meet production 
needs and remain profitable at the same time.”

Both companies used Microsoft Dynamics 365 Finance and Supply Chain Management 
(D365) – and as a result gained real-time inventory visibility and expanded analytics 
capabilities that drove better agility in the face of uncertainty.

Supply Chain Challenges 

SUPPLY AND DEMAND UNPREDICTABILITY
As we move ahead, there are myriad situations that could affect your supply and your 
business, including weather events, social unrest, or, as we saw in 2020 and continue 
to experience, a pandemic. In the face of these, it can be difficult to track fluctuating 
demand, keep supply chains feeding production, and make sure that customer needs are 
met. You need to find a balance between cost containment and mitigation and keeping 
production capacity high.

John Smith, VP of Technology Solutions at Reily Foods, shared: “Certainly in terms of our 
sales and operation planning processes, we were perhaps a bit complacent with that 
prior to the pandemic, but it became so critical that all players in the company came 
together to understand the demand, the forecast, the supply side, and the impact of the 
financial side.”
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FLEXIBILITY IN MANUFACTURING CAPACITY
Having the right manufacturing resources to effectively navigate unexpected shifts 
in demand can be daunting. You must ensure that your organization can continue to 
produce goods even as your suppliers might be unsure if they can get product to you.

Factor in possible employee shortages due to any number of issues, and your 
problem is compounded – making it problematic to guarantee that when customers 
need product, you are ready to deliver.

“We staggered staffing so that we could cover expanded hours and get the trucks 
loaded and unloaded when they were available, so that we could keep moving,” Heath 
said. “We had to communicate an extension of our delivery estimates by two to three 
days, sometimes with our regular customers and really shift their ordering patterns 
and our production patterns so that we could stay on schedule.”

FREIGHT AVAILABILITY
With the trucking industry prone to the same challenges as your suppliers, it can be 
hard to schedule and manage freight – both inbound for materials and outbound for 
finished goods. 

Huge swings in demand as a result of unpredictable events affect suppliers, the 
workforce, and freight capacity. As Heath underscored: “Freight and transportation 
became quite a challenge. We were already seeing a shortage of freight resources; 
the pandemic really exaggerated that. It increased the time between our pickups and 
increased the time in transit.”

The Solution
Microsoft Dynamics 365 Finance and Supply Chain Management (D365) supports your 
operations and can be the foundation for a resilient supply chain. New solutions that are 
part of the suite address extreme uncertainty and unpredictability and help you deal with 
challenges in uncertain times, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 

1. Enhance collaboration and communication with  
cloud-based solutions 

Cloud technology plays a key role in digital transformation. One advantage is the ability 
of cloud solutions to support people working from anywhere. The first step to keeping 
people safe in the event of weather or other emergencies is having those that can stay 
home, do so – and continue to do their work. 
 
SUPPORTING A DISPERSED WORKFORCE
D365 products are designed to help employees work from anywhere. The only things 
team members need to access their company applications and email is an internet 
connection and a browser. You don’t need to take action with specialized tools, such as 

“WE WERE ALREADY SEEING A SHORTAGE OF FREIGHT  
RESOURCES. THE PANDEMIC EXAGGERATED THAT. IT INCREASED 
THE TIME BETWEEN PICKUPS AND THE TIME IN TRANSIT.”
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installing virtual private networks (VPN) for all remote users or shipping computers to 
each worker. With D365, it is easy to get them reconnected and support their continuing 
productivity. This approach is quicker and less costly to implement than a traditional on-
premise enterprise resource planning (ERP) solution would be, and the response times 
are much better.

Smith said: “It seems like remote work has just gotten to be a way of life now. We had 
launched Microsoft Teams about a year ago. And the day we decided to go remote, we 
were already there. From an office standpoint and people standpoint, remote work just 
worked out perfectly for us.”

“Pexco is leveraging the cloud for a lot of our core business applications, Dynamics 365 
being the primary. Having the cloud platform has allowed us to connect more of our 
employees remotely much quicker,” added Heath. “You don’t have to have a complicated 
infrastructure. As long as they have a reasonable internet connection and a web browser, 
they can connect to our environment. And they can continue to be productive.”

EASY COLLABORATION
With Microsoft Teams, people can easily collaborate. “We’ve been really leaning on the 
collaboration tools to keep our internal teams communicating and being productive, and 
our sales staff and customer service staff, using those tools to maintain relationships with 
their customers,” Heath said. “A lot of our business has traditionally been done face-to-
face, and it’s built on relationships. Our team is leveraging every bit of technology they can 
to get face-to-face albeit remotely with those customers. And then on the supply chain 
side as well, we are relying on maintaining the rapport built over the years through the 
pandemic by using the same technology.”

SIMPLE START-UP
Getting started with the cloud is simple. “With D365, you start the subscription and off you 
go. I don’t have to have the infrastructure. I don’t have to have the VPN, and I don’t have 
to worry about the security as much, but I really have to have a robust communications 
infrastructure, and then anybody can work from anywhere at any time,” Smith shared. 
“Cloud has really become a cornerstone of our strategy. It seems like it wasn’t that long 
ago that the cloud was a concept and a buzz word. Today it’s real and so advantageous 
that we’ve really been experiencing the benefits of it.”

Partners like Alithya complete implementation projects for customers entirely remotely 
with less travel, no loss of communication, and increased efficiency.

2. Enable faster data and information sharing 

Data is critical. Whether a collection of images, a set of figures, or other data types, internal 
and external data is important to everybody’s business. But there are a lot of challenges 
surrounding data, including how to facilitate reporting, especially when managing an 
escalating number of report requests, and finding a way to take advantage of all external 
data sources including forecasts from customer portals used by your sales organizations. 

Swings in demand and supply chain disruptions means that inventory visibility is a critical 
capability. It is imperative to know what inventory you have of this product at each location. 
D365 provides inventory visibility that is specifically designed to handle those queries with 
no performance impact on the operational system, great speed, and a real-time view. 

The cloud is instrumental in accessing the increase in the data that is provided in our data-
rich existence as companies work to glean as much customer and supply chain insight as 
possible from all available sources. With timely access to the right data, you can operate 
at a new level and:
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• Know exactly where your volume is, pinpoint services stressors, and identify what is 
being used. 

• Respond to customer demand, which could mean shutting down one facility and 
rapidly scaling up another one, as demand hits in different ways. 

• Gain a real-time view of your supply chain and your products. 

ANYWHERE ACCESS
Now you can sit in your home office and have access to the telemetry about what 
is happening with a customer halfway around the world, including insight into how 
their distribution operation is running and real-time intelligence on what’s going on 
in their system.

MATERIAL REQUIREMENTS PLANNING
“We’ve really been able to lean on material requirements planning to gauge our live 
demand as we input those orders, bounce them off of our on-hand inventory and our 
production schedule. So we have an idea of where our time demands are, and what our 
raw material demands are and really respond to those as quickly as possible,” Heath said.

DATA LAKES
• D365 leverages data lakes for near real-time data accessibility – because now 

matters. Data lakes, which are centralized repositories for housing big data, allow 
people to get data out of D365 applications into an Azure data lake for reporting 
in near real-time. What was happening six hours ago or yesterday might already 
be old news. The ability to have data available almost immediately is a material 
breakthrough. 

• Using tools, connectors, and gateways, you can also bring data from other sources 
into a data lake. This makes it easier to take actions that have historically been hard – 
including analyzing disparate data to generate cohesive, consolidated reporting. With 
all of your applications dropping data in the lake, you power a higher level of insight.
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“Data became really critical. We leveraged our internal skills with Power BI and were 
able to develop new reports very quickly, primarily for our operations side to manage 
inventory levels and demand – and to be able to predict inventory levels,” Smith shared. 
“For instance, we are now able to see, given a certain level of inventory and number of 
orders in the system, how long it will it be before we run out and know when we need to 
ramp up production. The reporting capability and using Power BI to visualize the data was 
something that has helped us gain additional insight into our operations.”

3. Enrich customer interactions 

It’s always important to keep your customers engaged and happy. D365 capabilities 
support your company as it adapts to working in unpredictable times. If your business 
has retail customers, D365 can support more efficient curbside pickup or enable shipping 
from multiple locations. For manufacturing organizations, D365 can make the move of 
direct-to-consumer distribution easier by quickly enabling e-commerce.

ENHANCED CUSTOMER COMMUNICATION 
Connect with your customers to solidify and grow your relationships. Having more 
interaction with consumers and gaining an understanding of what is happening 
in their world can deepen ties to your brand. Customers can reach out for greater 
collaboration via Teams. You can convert your phone system to Teams, as well.

SUPPORT OF NEW DISTRIBUTION CHANNELS 
Make sure you are taking advantage of the opportunities to expand your distribution 
channels to better serve evolving customer needs, possibly including launching 
e-commerce capabilities and more.

E-commerce channels can bring complexity to your operation; it’s not going to be 
the same set of carriers picking up at a warehouse dock and taking your goods to a 
distributor. Instead, with deliveries heading to individual residences, you need visibility of 
those shipments at all times. You also need to work with appropriate local carriers and 
even sometimes delivery services to ensure timely and proper service.

D365 gives you the tools to orchestrate all those activities – to manage the processes and 
have visibility of where product is from the moment it’s ordered until it’s delivered.

SHIFT HOW YOU DO BUSINESS 

Sales and Purchasing 
“Now whether you are a sales manager or purchasing agent, you have that one 
communications platform that you can use to reach out to the rest of the world. And 
we also have all the licenses for the audio conferencing. So if I'm a sales manager 
and I need to start up a meeting with my customer, I can do it in an instant,” Smith 
said.

Engineering 
As you are developing a new product and determining componentry, D365 can 
make it easy to conduct engineering and design reviews. Using D365 tools, you 
can view the same manufacturing and assembly scenarios as your customer, and 
then shift the conversation over to collaboration software so that those groups 
can continue to meet and resolve any issues that arise during the design and 
manufacturability review phases.
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RETURNS MANAGEMENT
Once you have enabled e-commerce, it’s vital to ensure your returns management 
process is first-class. When your buyer is purchasing electronically, they may not be 
exactly sure of what they’re getting. They may be ordering two or three things and thinking 
they’re going to return one of them, so the return flows have to be efficient. 

Perhaps in the past, you were laser-focused on getting product out the door for your 
customers. Now you need to look at the return flows as well because it is an increasingly 
important part of your customer interaction. D365 has capabilities to help establish and 
manage an effective returns process.

4. Implement remotely

As we have all learned over the past year, sometimes the best-laid plans need to be 
reinvented. In this case, Pexco had planned its D365 implementation for May 2020, when 
the country was in the throes of the COVID pandemic. By partnering with Alithya and 

leveraging our experience with Microsoft, the company was still able to go live with an 
ERP with an entirely remote implementation. According to Heath:

“Pexco has gone live on Microsoft Dynamics 365 in three of our manufacturing sites 
since May 2020, and we’ve done it all remotely. Early on, we had plenty of onsite-build 
professionals with Alithya consulting with us. For our first site, we had full remote support 
using collaboration tools. We opened up a Teams war room, as well as a workstation in the 
implementation site. Any employee that needs assistance can walk in, there’s a camera, a 
big screen, a computer. We have a bank of about 10 consultants and Pexco employees to 
answer whatever questions they need, and remote into their handheld devices that they 
use in the warehouse.”

Smith detailed his company’s additional benefits: “We just kicked off our D365 
implementation project, and prior to that we did a whole selection process using the 
tools. We found that doing these implementations remotely really drives efficiency and 
allows more people to participate. We would have had much less participation and more 
time and expense associated with travel. With a remote approach, you weed all those 
inefficiencies out.”

“We’re making sure that people can work from anywhere – and 
what we’re doing now goes beyond that. The key to resiliency 
is to start with an understanding of where product is and where 
product need is. We’re supporting collaboration between supply 
chain partners. How can somebody share their demand forecast 
with a supplier so that people can plan better together? We’re 
increasing the functionality in our supplier portals and customer 
portals to understand those models.”

—Mike Ehrenberg, Chief Technology Officer for Dynamics Product Group, Microsoft

Start working to make your supply chain more resilient. Leverage the power of D365 to 
gain insight, enable collaboration, and be ready for whatever the future holds. Contact 
Alithya to start formulating your plan. 

“WE FOUND THAT DOING THESE IMPLEMENTATIONS REMOTELY 
REALLY DRIVES EFFICIENCY AND ALLOWS MORE PEOPLE  
TO PARTICIPATE.”
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