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*Joseph Kennedy is a professional engineer with Quad Training, where he specializes 
in steel mill operator training, site production assistance and operations planning. As 
a founding member of both Quad Engineering and Quad Infotech, Kennedy has spent 
his entire 42-year career in the steel industry, working with more than 90% of the 
steel mini-mills in North America. Some of his past responsibilities included project 
engineering, developing five-year capital expansion plans and the design of the QMOS 
mill information system.

Tell me a bit about your background. How 
did you get started in the steel industry?
I started in the steel industry during 
my last summer at Queens University 
in Kingston, Ont., Canada, working for 
Ferrco Engineering, the mill builder for 
the Co-Steel and North Star Steel plants. 
We were building three mills at a time, an 
unbelievable opportunity to learn and apply 
my engineering training. To this day, I am still 
doing engineering calculations and applying 
them to the rolling mill operations.

When did you first hear about ISS/AIST 
and how? What was your first level of 
involvement in the organization?
I joined AIST while at Ferrco back in 1980 
and have been a member ever since. The 
monthly magazine was a great source for 
technical articles which I used to expand 
my understanding of the steel rolling mill 
process and technology. Over time, I have 
presented a number of technical papers at 
both AISTech and the Globe-Trotters Member 
Chapter annual conferences. I also used the 
Industry Roundups published in Iron & Steel 
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Technology and the AIST Directory — Iron and 
Steel Plants to research the various mills and 
companies that I would eventually visit or 
meet at conferences. 

You’ve been an active member of the 
Long Products Technology Committee 
(LPTC) for many years and regularly 
present at the Long Products Rolling 
training seminar. Tell me about your 
involvement with the LPTC. Why has it 
been important for you to be active in the 
committee and its educational efforts?
I found the LPTC meetings to be an excellent 
way to keep in contact with the various mill 

operators and to meet new people. I have 
worked for more than 90% of the mini-mills 
in North America and have trained over 3,500 
steelworkers, so the AIST meetings allow me 
to keep in personal touch with more people 
than is possible by traveling to every plant. 
The Long Products Rolling training program 
we developed was a natural flow from the 
operator training I have conducted over the 
past 35 years. I consider helping operators 
understand how to get the most of their mill 
equipment and pass design each shift as my 
main professional goal. 

How has membership in AIST benefited 
your business and your own professional 
development?
AIST has allowed me to meet people in the 
industry at a rate that would not have been 
possible through normal project-related 
business. At first, my goal was to meet a few 
new people at each AIST event I attended. 
Over 41 years, that number grew to be quite 
large. Many have retired, while new members 
are introduced each year. The LPTC training 
seminar has also allowed me to meet and help 
so many new mill operators. I use AIST events 
for the majority of my marketing travel, since 
it is more efficient than visiting individual 
plants all over the country. 

How has the steel industry changed from 
the time you began your career to the 
present day? 
When I started out in 1979, the mini-mills 
were expanding at a rapid rate, while 
traditional integrated “Big Steel” was selling, 
closing or reorganizing their small shape 
rolling mills. This was an exciting time for 
a young engineer to learn by building steel 
plants. We were inventing new processes, 
computers were in their infancy, and we 
designed and built equipment locally. The 
North American steel industry was serviced 
and supplied domestically. 

Today, many suppliers have closed or 
been purchased by overseas interests, so 
we have a more international supply chain. 
When companies designed and built their 
own equipment, there were many young 
professionals working on capital projects that 
would then stay on and join the steel plant 
to help operate what they built. Now with 
fewer new plants being built, and most of 
the equipment being supplied outside North 

1. Kennedy (front row, far left) with attendees of Quad 
Engineering’s QRC1: Pass Design and Rolling Theory training 
course, 1990. 2. Kennedy (left) attended the 2012 Globe-Trotters 
Annual Meeting, along with Dan Davies (middle) and Mike Houx 
(right).
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America, it has affected our ability to educate 
the next generation of steel mill professionals. 
Steel plants must now hire and train their 
professional staff in-house, resulting in less 

“cross-pollination” than 40 years ago. 

What new trends or technologies in 
rolling mills excite you in particular? 
Where do you see the steel industry 
heading in the near future?
The challenge moving forward for the rolling 
mill is to safely increase production while 
removing the mill operator from unnecessary 
contact with the hot, moving steel bar. Doing 
this at a reasonable cost will be the key to 
implementing improvements at any rolling 
mill. Another challenge is to safely train 
the large number of new employees without 
negatively impacting production. 

I am focusing the end of my career at 
improving rolling mill operations. The 
area not currently addressed by the main 
mill suppliers is improving the existing mill 
operation by using the existing equipment 
to its full potential. This involves monitoring 
the hot rolling mill process to identify 
problems and opportunities. This can be 
accomplished with recent technological 
developments that allow the monitoring and 
graphing of R-factors captured from the mill 
speed control system and displayed in a form 
that the mill operators can easily read and 
understand. Every mill adjustment can be 
seen, so the operators can take immediate 
action, resulting in a more productive shift. 
The existing pass design and setup sheets 
can be evaluated and improved by looking 
at longer-term trends. Using technology this 
way makes it possible to see what is going 
on without the need for the operators to 
constantly take hot bar measurements that 
put them in the “line of fire.” There are 
many aging rolling mills that can still be run 
profitably if they are operated at their full 
potential, allowing companies more time to 
spread out the needed capital equipment 
replacement cost. 

I also see the need to accelerate the 
training of new operators. One solution I 
have helped develop is a portable rolling mill 
inside a specialized shipping container that 
can be delivered to the plant (pictured at left). 
This hands-on portable rolling mill classroom 
allows the entire crew to “see for themselves” 
while rolling various product shapes. 

What advice would you give to younger 
professionals who are just coming 
into the steel industry and considering 
membership in AIST?
The steel industry is a great place to apply 
what you have learned in school. A steel plant 
is a complex, highly automated machine 
process, requiring almost all skills and 
trades. There are unlimited advancement 
opportunities within a company or moving 
between companies at this time. Since most 
of the currently operating mini-mills were 
built in the 1970s and 1980s, many of the 
original operators and managers have worked 
their way through the company and have 
retired, or will soon. These openings at top 
positions create advancement opportunities 
at all the levels below. The vast number of 
job opportunities means that learning must 
be accelerated, so you will only be limited by 
how much you want to learn and how hard 
you want to work. No matter what your job, 
be sure to spend as much time in the plant 
operating environment as possible, as this is 
where the action (and fun) is. F

Portable rolling mill used for training new operators.
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