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[bookmark: _Hlk500073320]PRO-GTL: Good Afternoon. Norman W. Harris thank you so much for this interview today. You are the Chairman of the Los Angeles Customs Broker & Freight Forwarders Association (LACBFFA). You are a licensed customs broker, and have a long history of success in the logistics and supply chain industry. Can you describe a day in the life of your field?
[bookmark: _Hlk500066763]NORMAN W. HARRIS: Thank you it’s a pleasure to be here. So, there are many aspects to the logistics industry. It spans from manufacturing to the actual person receiving the goods. There are so many steps to it, many opportunities, whether it’s in sales, or arranging for transportation. Whether it’s physically moving the cargo, in a warehouse, driving a fork lift or driving a truck. A lot of people are involved in tracking and tracing these goods. You could be in data entry.
More specifically to what I am involved in these days is compliance. It involves making sure that all of the declarations make it to customs and all the other government agencies have the correct data and that you have all the data that they required.
My day to day is, more or less, looking over what my team is doing. It is important to make sure that they have the correct information, and don’t have any errors in transmission. Also, to some extent, I get quotations on rates. I try to help people figure out how to get things from where they are coming from, to where they need to be. 
PRO-GTL: There really are a lot of different aspects involved!
NORMAN W. HARRIS: There are! A lot of people just see the merchandise on the shelf, they have no idea what it took to get it there. They just want to go over to the store, pick out the item, and take it home. There is a lot more to it.
In our industry, to put it simply, really what we are all doing all day is taking one box and getting it from point “a” to point “b”. But, there are so many hidden aspects to it. There are so many things you need to look at. How fast do you need it? How much do you want to pay for it? What kind of equipment do you need to move it? 
That makes you think about how are you going to move it. Are you going to move it by air, ocean, truck, rail, or have someone hand carry it? There are a lot of different options. 
PRO-GTL: It sounds like one has to have a lot of foresight. The ability to think through all the different steps in the journey, and have an awareness of how one thing can affect another?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yes, you do. There are a lot of different requirements, packing requirements. Again, cost is a big factor. An ocean container, for example, might cost you $2,000 dollars. That same shipment by air might cost you $40,000. So, the question is, “Do you want the items in two weeks, or do you want it tomorrow?” 
PRO-GTL: Right. That makes sense. So, tell me about your background and how you got started in the field?
NORMAN W. HARRIS:  When I was a kid, one of my uncles was actually a professor in transportation. He was a consultant back in the day when logistics wasn’t even a word. He was a consultant for the company that distributed A-1 sauce. So, I used to hear the stories. 
Then in high school I took a job as a motorcycle messenger. I used to go from downtown DC out to the airport. It was an easy run. I remember I used to deliver to a company called “Circle Air Freight”. The reason why that it significant to me is because years later, I ended up working for that company, out here in Los Angeles. So, I initially started as a messenger, right out of high school. 
Then I went to college, at Boston University. At night, starting at midnight, I would unload UPS trucks. It was really good pay, at the time. The challenge was, they expected you to work 7 days a week. You got no breaks. So, if you didn’t go to work every day, you were out of a job. I would work from midnight to 3am, Monday through Thursday. Then, Friday night I would work midnight to 9am, Saturday morning. It was great!
PRO-GTL: So, you were doing a full load of college classes and studying at the same time?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yeah, I had a full schedule but after a while it became too much. I got a job working at Sears Roebuck and Company, working in their mail distribution center. So, without really planning it, I’ve kind of been working in this field as long as I can remember. 
Then, when I graduated from college, I moved from Boston to Los Angeles, California. I took on a job back as a messenger again, at LAX. For a company called Harper, Robinson & Co., which no longer exists. But, it was the same company as Circle Air Freight, that I worked for prior. It was interesting because Circle Air Freight was the freight forwarding side, and Harper, Robinson & Co. was the custom brokerage side. 
PRO-GTL: So, it sounds like from your variety of experiences in the industry, you were able to learn a variety of different sides of the business?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yes, I did. When I started, it was the early 80’s. So, we didn’t have computers or cell phones. Everything was a lot more manual than it is now. But, it was the best introduction to this field ever. It wouldn’t be the same now, because everything is automated. But, at the time, I was out in the field, going to the terminals, the airlines. I got to see everything.
PRO-GTL: That sounds like a strong foundation and a great experience.
NORMAN W. HARRIS: It was good, the thing is if you start off in an office, processing documents. You see the documents go out the door, but you don’t know where they go. What happened to them? Who’s going to peer review them? I got to see the whole process. I think it helped me understand. 
PRO-GTL: Wonderful! Where did things go from there? 
NORMAN W. HARRIS: There at Harper, Robinson & Co., I worked my way up to Senior Supervisor. You know everyone that was actually training started getting their Customs Broker Licenses. I thought, this is crazy. I taught them everything they know, and I don’t have a license. So, in 1987 I took the Brokers exam and I passed it. 
It was a really hard test. The average rate of people who pass it the first time is about 15%. It wasn’t that long out of college, so I was still a pretty good test taker. I passed it the first time. But, that is unusual. Most people take the test two or three times. 
PRO-GTL: Congratulations! That is so good! You sound like you are very academically inclined. 
[bookmark: _Hlk499969630]NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yes, I knew I didn’t want to take it again. That was the biggest motivating factor. I studied nonstop, for 20 weeks. Even though I passed it the first time, it took them a year and a half to get the background check done. So, I actually became licensed in 1989.
Because you realize back then, everything wasn’t on line. For example, finger prints can get lost, and you have to do it again. Everything is a paper process. Now, it’s so much easier.
From there, I went on to various manager positions, then a Director at a company, then a Vice President at another. Here I am now.
PRO-GTL: Congratulations on all of your success, through the years!
[bookmark: _Hlk499827542]NORMAN W. HARRIS: Thank you. You know one thing I really like about this industry is that is always changing. You never get bored with it. You are not dealing with the same situations day in and day out. There is always something. I’m always continuing to learn. You know having a lot of experience helps you to analyze situations. But there are always new things happening. Things that you couldn’t even dream up. 
PRO-GTL: Wow. I would guess that as we move into the future, there is going to be more unimaginable situations, right?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yes, I think so. As we move in to the future, I think automation is going to be the way things are going to go. 
PRO-GTL: From what you shared, I have the impression that you had a strong believe in education and work ethic, as well. Is that the case?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yes. My college experience was very good. Work ethic, I think I got that from my family. My dad would say, “Just do it. I’ll tell you why later.” If someone needs something, I just do it. I never hesitate. That first job I had at Harper, Robinson & Co., our motto at the time is “Making things happen.” That’s what I have been doing my whole career. 
I have to attribute a lot to my family. I am driven, and I don’t even know why. It’s like, “I have to do it.” There is no question in my mind. I never think about it. You know, if a customer needs something by 10am tomorrow morning, and the item comes in at night, I’m going to do whatever it takes to get it to them. If I have to stay up all night, I’ll do it. 
PRO-GTL: That is really great. I think it is really important for everyone, especially our students, to hear that this is what it takes.
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yeah, you have got to do whatever it takes. 
PRO-GTL: I’m with you. Be driven, be dedicated, make it happen. What do you think are the most critical factors affecting our industry right now?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: I think what is immediately impacting our industry right now is the sky rocketing number of low value small packages coming in to the country, which is commonly referred to as e-commerce. It has just changed the whole dynamic. With companies like, primarily Amazon, and other companies. ~ Last year, the threshold raised from $200. dollars to $800 dollars. There are a lot of things valued at $800. Under $200. dollars you are somewhat limited. However, with $800., that opens up the door. So, it’s changed the way companies do business, it’s changed the way regulators have to handle that kind of cargo. 
PRO-GTL: Fascinating. Norman, what advice would you give to those pursuing a career in the field. In turn, do you have any thoughts on what kinds of classes they should consider taking. 
NORMAN W. HARRIS: My advice is that you really need to have good communication skills. That is why a back ground in Public Relations, to me, ironically helps in this industry. Being able to write a decent letter can take you so far. 
When you are responding to a client, customs, a government agency…be clear, be concise. Because even though we are moving more and more in to automation, you can’t get around customer service. No matter what generation you grew up in, building relationships is still key. I don’t care how much we are automated, this is still a people business. You have to have good business skills, organizational skills, and you have to be able to plan ahead. Those are skills that are not technically related to moving cargo, but it’s key to making things happen. 
You know, what I would suggest, if someone is interested in logistics, or transportation, or trucking, air freight, or ocean freight, get yourself in to a position where you can see first-hand what is going on. Because you may find, once you get into it, that it’s not exactly where you want to be in the industry. But, it may open your eyes to something else that is very interesting. 
PRO-GTL: That is a great point. Start down the path, get some information, and see where it leads you from there. - How important do you find math skills in your industry?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Math skills are very important. Have you ever been in a store and the cashier couldn’t figure out your change? It’s important in our industry because we are a numbers industry. We are looking at dimensions of cartons, and weights. How many boxes will fit in to a container? How many containers will it need? How many trucks will it take to move it from LA to Arkansas. You have to have good basic math skills.
PRO-GTL: That makes sense. 
NORMAN W. HARRIS: One thing I have to say is that Cal State Long Beach, in terms of education, they are one of the pioneers in our industry. They are located right there in Long Beach. They have a tremendous program. They have a higher level program called “Global Logistics Specialist”, for people who are intent on being in the industry. It’s amazing! It gives you good insight in to every aspect of it, freight, brokerage, banking, finance and things like that. 
PRO-GTL: That sounds great. 
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yes, the National Customs Brokers and Forwards Association of America has two customs programs. Certified Customs Specialist, for people who want to go in to customs brokerage. The Certified Export Specialist, is for people more interested in shipping things out of the country. 
PRO-GTL: That’s wonderful!
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yes, It’s good. Also, to give our organization a plug, the Los Angeles Customs Brokers & Freight Forwarders Association (LACBFFA) training is twice a year, January and July. So, if you would like some assistance getting prepared for the exam, we offer that kind of training.
PRO-GTL: That is excellent information for people to know, so that they can plan for those training dates. At what point would be ideal for people to take exam?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: There is no prerequisite. They could take it at any point. I teach the class. So, I have people who have never worked in the industry before. I have people who have retired from other industries, and want to try something new. I have people who have their license, and just want to be refreshed on regulations. So, you can take the exam at any aspect of your career. The majority of the people have been in the industry for 5 to 10 years. Anybody can take it at any point. But, there is a lot of reading. 
PRO-GTL: This sounds like a great option for people to go in to. 
NORMAN W. HARRIS: It could be. It is one of the few credentials you can get in our industry. It is only one of two licenses the Federal Government issues to non-governmental employees. It is the Custom Brokers License and the FAA Pilot’s License. 
PRO-GTL: Perfect! Are there any final thoughts that you feel would be important for our readers and students to keep in mind?
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Get involved…do some networking. If you don’t know what that means. Try to find out. A lot of kids don’t know what that means. For example, I see kids go to Cal State Long Beach events. Some don’t realize, you have to talk to people. You have to put yourself out there. Because a lot of times, what it comes down to in our industry is “Who do you know?” The only way you get to know these people is by networking. 
When I became Director at Air Sea Forwarders, Inc. it was because I sat next to a gentleman at a wedding. We started a conversation. A few months later, I found a new job.
PRO-GTL: That is such an excellent story and point! You are absolutely right. When networking, people have to step out of their comfort zone so that people can get to know them.
NORMAN W. HARRIS: Yes, it is key. Networking makes a big difference. If someone walks through the door with a resume, and I already know this person, the person is going to score really high in my book. 
PRO-GTL: Wonderful! Norman, thank you for all of your industry insights and advice today! 
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