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Challenging Times
Leadership is Crucial During COVID-19 Crisis
by Jesse Schelitzche

BOARD CHAIR’S LETTER

“While we all need 
to do our part to 
protect ourselves 
and those around 
us by practicing 
social distancing 
and cleanliness, 
we also can be a 
strong, calming, 

and hopeful voice 
as well. ”

Regardless of where you get your news, who you spend your time with, or what you think the 
next months will bring, we can all agree that we are currently going through something that most of 
us have never seen before. If you’re anything like me, a quick skim of any news source or chat with 
friends or family leaves me more confused as to what to believe, how to behave, or what to expect. In 
this time of great concern and uncertainty, one thing is certain. Leadership is critical and we all have 
an opportunity to step up.

I’m not referring to a specific government official, public figure, or political party - I’m talking 
about you and me. Those on the front lines of so many small businesses that make up a large majority 
of the manufacturing landscape across the country. Most members of the MPMA are employed by 
companies with less than 500 employees, the largest majority of that group less than 50. It is now up 
to us as owners, executives, managers, machinists, administrators, etc. to step up at a time when our 
company and our country needs us more than ever.

In times of great challenge, uncertainty, and confusion, studies show there are three phases which 
present themselves. 1. The conditions leading up to a catastrophic event, 2. The immediate crisis 
brought on by the disaster, and 3. The recovery from it (SloanMIT). While none of us can admit to 
being totally prepared for a large scale disaster which is so unexpected, how we act as leaders can 
define our organization, our workforce, and morale. 

In 2010, a mining accident in Chile led to 33 men being trapped under 700,000 pounds of rock 
nearly a half mile underground. The chances of survival were slim, and the challenges ahead were 
staggering. The initial reaction of the community, country, and world for that matter, were shock and 
concern for all those underground and their families above ground. 

According to an account published in the Harvard Business Review, the president-elect, Sebastián 
Piñera, tapped a businessman-turned-mining-minister, Laurence Golborne, to assemble a team and 
come up with the best solution in the quickest amount of time. Against the advice of many, their first 
move was to visit the mine site. When they arrived they found a chaotic scene. Fellow miners, family 
members, health care personnel, first responders, press, etc. were flooding the area looking to help, 
looking for answers, but all adding to the turmoil.  

Both Piñera and Golborne first needed to bring order and stability to the site. They spoke clearly 
about the situation and were very clear that this was a difficult situation that was not on the miner’s 
side. With that, they also preached hope that many people would work day and night to rescue the 
trapped miners.  

Underground, another leader emerged. Shift supervisor Luis Urzúa. After three days of panic and 
confusion, Urzúa stepped up with his calming influence to restore order and hope to the team. They 
allocated tasks and resources, planned designated areas for sleeping, eating, and waste disposal, and 
utilized lighting to create a day/night situation to keep the environment as normal as possible. As the 
days passed, the team shared stories and bonded, even giving themselves the name Los 33. After 69 
days underground, everyone was safely removed and reunited with their loved ones.

Within that story, there were plenty of brilliant minds working on the rescue plan. All that being 
said, the calm, honest, and decisive leadership at all levels is what kept the miners alive, the team 
intact, and the hope of the Chilean people strong. 

As this is being written, we’re starting to see positive signs of recovery and the “curve” flattening. 
At the same time, the 24-hour media lets us know of the devastation across the globe from this 
virus. While we all need to do our part to protect ourselves and those around us by practicing social 
distancing and cleanliness, we also can be a strong, calming, and hopeful voice as well.  

Be clear, be honest, and be hopeful. This will end and we will be stronger because of it.  PM


