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Helping firms go international
How Entrada Group of Austin, Tex., 
helps clients set up shop in Mexico: 

by Bill O’Leary, EA Managing Editor

The U.S. and Mexico are at a 
crossroads. Much has been made 
about immigration, with height-

ened rhetoric fueling both sides. Last 
year, the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) was torn up, and a 
similar pact seemed to be a pipe dream 
for months before the United States–
Mexico–Canada Agreement (USMCA) 
was signed by the namesake parties.

But here’s the thing: It’s still not rati-
fied—par for the course when it comes 
to the relationship between these two 
North American neighbors. But sur-
prisingly there is a business working 
to forge the bonds between companies 
and labor among not just the U.S. and 
Mexico but essentially Mexico and ev-
erywhere else.

Say hello to Entrada Group, a U.S. 
company that helps U.S. and other for-
eign manufacturers set up shop in Mex-
ico. Based in Austin, Tex., the company 
provides a bevy of services to make the 
transition a little easier and to keep the 
focus on what their clients do best—
making things.

It was established nearly 17 years 
ago by Douglas Donahue, principal and 
vice president of business development, 
and Paul Karon, partner and president, 
who also function as its owners. Dona-
hue has a rich history with U.S./Mexico 
business relations.

As director of Ohio’s Mexico Trade 
Office, he assisted more than 250 Ohio 
manufacturers with their entrance into 
the Mexican market along with their 

development of a Mexican supplier 
base.

He managed the Mexican subsidiary 
of Test-Rite International and served 
on the board of directors of the Ameri-
can Chamber of Commerce in Mexico, 
where he was an active participant on 
its NAFTA Implementation Commit-
tee. His résumé required him to live 
in Mexico City for 11 years. Donahue 
knows the benefits of manufacturing 
in Mexico and also the importance for 
the country to establish its own inter-
nal market instead of relying on foreign 
support. Entrada strives to achieve both.

“In my Ohio job I was assisting man-
ufacturers in setting up distribution cen-
ters in Mexico,” Donahue said. “What 
I saw was that those companies could 
compete much more when they estab-
lished a manufacturing footprint there.”

But Entrada’s owners did not want 
to simply consult on desirable plant lo-
cations in Mexico and then take a step 
back when the shovel hit the dirt. Their 
dream was to create an integrated man-
ufacturing campus that benefited all of 
its clients.
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The Entrada Group management team (from left): JohnPaul McDaris, director business development; Paul Karon, president/partner; Raul 
Cabada, COO; Douglas Donahue, VP business development/principal; Dennis Petrie, director quality and compliance; Jonathan Nava, 
director continuous improvement.

Reprinted from the October 2019 Electrical Apparatus 
Copyright 2019 by Barks Publications, Inc.



“Where we’re unique is we have a 
campus that could service the smaller 
companies, typically owner-operator or 
family-held,” Donahue said. “We want-
ed to create an environment where they 
could thrive. Most of our clients would 
have to compete against much larger 
companies that have significant econo-
mies of scale. The concept was if we 
can do this in a campus environment, 
we can build a lot of those economies 
of scale for multiple clients and deliver 
individual cost benefits to each one.”

In 2003, Donahue and Karon did a 
site selection study for ideal campus 
locations. At that time Mexico was 
locking horns with China, which had 
two integral advantages over the North 
American nation: the price of labor was 
cheaper in the traditional manufactur-
ing industries for export, and it had 
established its own supply chain while 
many Mexican producers, especially 
those on the border, bought from the 

supply chains in the U.S. and Canada 
instead of their own countrymen.

“We decided at that point that our 
campus needed to be further south into 
Mexico. This would help us compete on 
the cost of labor but also we’d be able 
to tap into the Mexican domestic sup-
ply chain,” Donahue said. “This would 
weaken the two advantages that China 
had over Mexico.”

The site selection took about six 
months, with the founders looking at 
every community north of Mexico City 
and south of Monterrey that had a popu-
lation of 200,000+ people. They needed 
a town large enough to support a manu-
facturing campus, had an airport, and 
the ability for freight trucks and work-
ers to get in and out of the campus in a 
reasonable manner.

The location also had to be small 
enough so an established OEM would 
not come in and drive up the price of 
labor. The other reason they ventured 
into the interior of Mexico is that inter-

national OEMs and the large Mexican 
companies were beginning to look at 
more domestic sources for their sourc-
ing or more locally manufactured prod-
ucts rather than exporting. There was 
a burgeoning opportunity to be estab-
lished as a fixture of a healthy Mexican 
supply chain.

This led them to Zacatecas and more 
specifically the city of Fresnillo, an 
eight-hour drive from the U.S./Mexico 
border.

“Fresnillo didn’t have a manufactur-
ing culture yet, but it was bluer collar 
than the other towns in the area. Much 
of the workforce was in agriculture. It 
made the most common sense to us.” 
Donahue said. Additional draws were 
several diverse manufacturing plants 
and an educational system that produc-
es experienced technicians and manag-
ers.

Fast forward to today, where the 
Fresnillo campus is a little over a mil-
lion square feet of manufacturing space 
and home to 16 producers and more 
than 5,000 employees. They weren’t 
done there.

A five-part plan
If you were to ask Entrada what it does 
for its clients, the short answer is every-
thing except manufacturing. The long 
answer is a lot more interesting.

Entrada’s services are organized into 
five pillars.

Pillar One is corporate infrastructure. 
Entrada is the legal entity of record in 
Mexico for its clients, meaning it is ful-
ly responsible for governance, in-coun-
try compliance, import/export laws, 
and government and community rela-
tions. This legal shield mitigates client 
risk and gives them access to import/
export fast-track certifications such as 
OEA, C-TPAT, and IVA.

Pillar Two is the general and ad-
ministrative services, such as human 
resources, local accounting, and trade 
compliance. According to Donahue, 
trade compliance is probably the least 
well known issue in Mexico but the 
most important. Businesses have the 
freedom to establish where they operate 
based on the cost of labor or proxim-
ity to a raw material supplier, but they 
have to document every single thing 
that comes into and out of the country. 
Entrada helps them navigate that dense 
bureaucratic jungle.

In terms of human resources, every-
body who works on campus is under 
one payroll. A single payroll minimizes 
the competition among the companies 
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Entrada’s Fresnillo campus, where the company employs just under 6,000 blue- and white-
collar employees in one million square feet of industrial space.

Employees enter the main gates for the afternoon shift change at Entrada’s Fresnillo indus-
trial campus.

—Entrada Group photos, used with permission
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An employee at IEC Holden 
performs a copper coiling 
process on a fixture for a large 
electrical rotating device.
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since each person on the manufacturing 
campus who performs the same process 
gets paid the same amount.

Entrada has an environmental depart-
ment to make sure all relevant standards 
are being followed. They provide main-
tenance for the buildings and medical 
services to the staff. Recently they es-
tablished a busing system to transport 
workers. Oh, and they also provide IT 
& communications assistance.

“We coordinate all of these services 
for our clients so they can achieve scale 
and lower costs,” Donahue said. “We try 
to leverage that scale to benefit our cli-
ents.”

One client that was drawn to this ev-
erything-but-the-kitchen-sink approach 
was Advantage Components, Inc., a 
Tier 1 supplier of molded cables and 
wire harnesses based in Joliet, Ill. “All 
we want to do is manufacture our prod-
uct. That was absolutely one of the best 
selling points from the Entrada Group,” 
said Mike Burman, vice president of 
sales and engineering at Advantage 
Components. “They handle as much 
or as little as you want them to. In our 
case we want them to handle everything 
from HR to logistics. We count on them 
for all of that. It’s our facility, it’s our 
equipment, it’s our product we’re man-
ufacturing, it’s our name on the door. 
Basically, they help us with just about 
everything else.”

Pillar Three is the manufacturing 
campuses. In additional to the afore-
mentioned Fresnillo campus, Entrada 
built a 60-acre campus in Celaya two 
years ago. It currently houses three 

clients. Multinational manufacturers 
from the automotive, aerospace, medi-
cal device, and consumer electronics 
fields who rely on Tier 1 and Tier 2 
suppliers (i.e. Entrada clients) produce 
in and around Celaya. It is in the state 
of Guanajuato, which features 70% of 
Mexico’s international trade and 70% 
of its automotive production.

Having all of this activity on one 
campus creates a knowledge base 
among its manufacturers who can share 
advice and best practices.

“Some of them have been operating 
at Fresnillo for 15 years,” said Dona-
hue. “So for a new client there are very 
few manufacturing issues that someone 
on that campus hasn’t already encoun-
tered.”

The fourth pillar is facility services. 
Entrada takes care of facility mainte-
nance and has 24/7 park security on 
both campuses. They can also build 
new facilities if a client wishes to grow 
or accommodate a business that would 
like to retract its operations.

“If any one client went on their own, 
they would probably have to sign a five-
year lease on a building and whether 
they grew or didn’t was irrelevant,” 
Donahue said. “Because we control a 
million feet of manufacturing space 
on the campus, it allows our clients to 
scale up. As they grow, they can move 
into more space, preferably continuous 
space, but if not, at least it will be on 
the same campus. And the terms of the 
leases can be much more flexible.”

The fifth and final pillar is start-up 
services. Entrada’s goal is to get a client 
situated and operating at full capacity 

in the shortest amount of time possible, 
but it all depends on the company and 
the complexity of its processes. A light 
assembly operation that has no need to 
modify the existing campus facility can 
be up and running in three months. Far 
more sophisticated suppliers with needs 
for specialized people and equipment 
should be ready to go around the six-
month mark.

“We challenged Entrada to get us up-
and-running in 90 days,” said Burman. 
“We started the process in January of 
this year, and we took the keys to the 
factory on April 1. We started produc-
tion around May 1. We were very im-
pressed with how quickly it all went.”

Burman also highlighted how close 
of a relationship the two parties have 
throughout the process, building on 
those pillars of service. Company lead-
ers spoke with Entrada representa-
tive daily during the start-up phase to 
establish the infrastructure. Now that 
they are up and running, they interact 
with Entrada’s financial and logistics 
team on a daily basis, and the human 
resources department once a week.

A maturing market for labor
Entrada sticks up for the little guy. And 
the middle guy. Their objective is not to 
help a massive international conglom-
erate set up a manufacturing facility in 
Mexico.

Clients are typically Tier 1 or Tier 
2 suppliers with $10-$100 million in 
sales from the aerospace, heavy ve-
hicles, automotive, and wire harnesses 
industries. (See sidebar at left for more 
information on Entrada’s clients.)

Interest from those segments hasn’t 
changed since Entrada’s inception. 
Each has actually grown. Traditionally 
the desire to establish a Mexican foot-
print was all about leveraging the low 
cost of labor, but as the market has pro-
gressed, native companies have adopted 
lean manufacturing and the workforce 
has become a lot more sophisticated, 
according to Donahue.

“An engineer in Mexico wants to 
go into manufacturing, whereas an 
engineer in the U.S. or Canada wants 
to make apps,” he said. “These factors 
make Mexico really appealing and one 
of the reasons it is establishing a solid 
manufacturing base.”

Entrada’s most effective way to find 
its prospects is through referrals such as 
when a former employee for one of its 
clients recommends the Entrada system 
to his or her current employer.

Marketing is more of a challenge. 
Much of this is due to the extended 

Entrada’s 
manufacturer clients

IEC Holden
• Manufactures: motors, generators
• Headquarters: Montreal, Canada

Electrex Electrical Systems Solutions
• Manufactures: wire harnesses, elec-

trical panels, cable systems
• Headquarters: Hutchinson, Kan.

Telamon
• Manufactures: wire harnesses,

automotive secondary harnesses,
automotive switch assemblies

• Headquarters: Carmel, Ind.

Plastomer
• Manufactures: die-cut gaskets,

toppers, seals, insulation, sound
absorption

• Headquarters: Livonia, Mich.

Elastomer Solutions
• Manufactures: grommets, pedal cov-

ers, truck parts
• Headquarters: Wiesbaum, Germany

Kauffman Engineering, Inc.:
• Manufactures: cable assemblies,

electro-mechanical assemblies,
populated circuit board assemblies

• Headquarters: Lincolnshire, Ill.

Meggitt
• Manufactures: polymer seals, sen-

sors, avionics
• Headquarters: Dorset, U.K.

MC Assembly
• Manufactures: pin-through-hole

boards, surface-mount boards
• Headquarters: Melbourne, Fla.

Premium Sound Solutions
• Manufactures: speakers, acoustic

systems, electronics
• Headquarters: Dendermonde, Belgium
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courtship that comes with selling such 
a huge commitment.

The sales process can take anywhere 
from 4 to 18 months. Some companies 
who first spoke with Entrada years ago 
but did not have a need for it at the 
time have eventually returned because 
their competitors are now operating in 
Mexico.

In total, Entrada has more than 6,000 
employees. This includes all of its cli-
ents as well as the Entrada team, which 
provides the five pillars of service. En-
trada proper—i.e., sans its clients—
currently has 210 employees. A third of 
this workforce is manual labor such as 
security guards, gardeners, and mainte-
nance.

Another third are those who perform 
transactional work such as entering data 
to send to the Mexican government. 
The final third are essentially catch-all 
“problem solvers” whose tasks involve 
anything from figuring out an air flow 
problem to helping a supplier who filled 
out its paper work incorrectly to doing 
floor layouts for incoming manufactur-
ers.

While Entrada boasts 2,400% client 
footprint growth over a decade-plus, the 
company faces challenges both within 
and beyond its borders. When the econ-
omy is booming, skilled workers are 
in high demand, and enticing them to 
move to the manufacturing campuses, 
which are located in smaller rural com-
munities, can be difficult.

According to Donahue, the biggest 
challenge for clients is always going to 
be managing their supply chains. Many 
of Entrada’s clients supply products 
directly to OEMs or other manufac-
turers who then supply their products 
to OEMs. They need to make sure the 
other rings in the supply chain operate 
properly under Mexico’s intense over-
sight. And in order to accomplish this, 
they need to make sure they are near 
that other supplier or OEM to minimize 
transportation and warehousing costs.

Headline-grabbing issues have also 
had an impact on Entrada. One such 
instance is the dismantling of NAFTA 
and the negotiation of the USMCA free 
trade agreement among the U.S., Cana-
da, and Mexico.

The rules under which Entrada’s cli-
ent industries are guided existed before 
NAFTA. And while, according to Do-
nahue, NAFTA did not add anything 
“extra” to benefit these industries, it did 
provide a sense of security to foreign 
business owners, making them more 
confident to invest millions of dollars in 
the country.

When that subjective protection 
was shattered and the USMCA sat 
unsigned, Entrada’s phones went dry. 
“Nobody knew what the future was go-
ing to look like,” said Donahue. “The 
U.S. economy was booming, so there 
was little labor available, but anyone 
who had a footprint in Mexico contin-
ued to grow during that period. If you 
didn’t have a presence in Mexico, the 
uncertainty of no NAFTA made you 
too hesitant to start investing now.”

And what of immigration, an emo-
tionally charged conflict that has caused 
one of the more dramatic modern 
schisms between the U.S. and Mexi-
co? Donahue has seen a large amount 
of migration from the Zacatecas area 
to America. For many people in many 
parts of Mexico, working in manufac-
turing has been a jumping-off point to 
moving up north.

Today, in Donahue’s experience, the 
hostile attitude towards immigrants has 
made Mexicans much less willing to 
make the trek. Entrada and Mexico’s 

emerging manufacturing base are reap-
ing the benefits.

“We find that there is a better pool 
of talent today than there was ten years 
ago, and part of that is because the tal-
ented people are staying home, there is 
less of a brain drain,” he said.

It’s surprising and counterintuitive 
to the U.S. Administration’s nationalist 
goal to grow their manufacturing sec-
tor from within. Even more surprising? 
Donahue has seen U.S. companies ex-
pand their existing footprints in Mexico 
under President Trump’s tenure.

He likens the effect to macroeconom-
ic factors. With U.S. unemployment at 
a meager 3.7%, many companies in-
terested in Entrada’s services say their 
growth in America is limited.

The Mexican government is more 
than happy to throw open its doors and 
let anybody in, no matter what flag 
hangs in their corporate headquarters. 
Government officials at the federal and 
municipal levels are cooperative with 

ELECTRICAL APPARATUS / OCTOBER 2019 29

Please turn to next page

An employee of IEC Holden focuses on the precision of an assembly for a large electrical 
rotating device.
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Entrada because this system creates 
employment. To businesses, the ben-
efits of operating in Mexico are numer-
ous: an affordable and youthful labor 
pool, a pro-business government, and 
cost-competitive production.

“We were looking to expand in Il-
linois, but the taxes kept going up and 
there are 600 competitors in the state 
alone,” said Burman. “We knew that 
in order to compete and get larger cus-
tomers, we needed to have a low-cost 
manufacturing alternative to our Illinois 
facility. We run low-volume custom 
parts, and now with our Mexico opera-
tions, we can run higher-volume repeat-
able products that help us compete with 
larger OEMs.”

A few drawbacks
But benefits are often defined by and 
paired with drawbacks.

The Mexican government often has 
a shortage of revenue. Relative to the 
size of the Mexican economy, the gov-
ernment takes in less tax revenue than 
any other member of the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment. And some fear that a history 
of under-collecting may lay the ground 
work for aggressive and damaging 
over-collecting.

“Mexico has always had a tax col-
lection problem,” said Donahue. “If the 
Mexican government needs to work on 
something in the future, it has to exam-
ine how it’s going to run the tax policy 
on foreign manufacturers. There was a 

recent tax increase that I agree with. A 
lot of the value created in these plants 
was because of location, and the gov-
ernment wasn’t getting their fair share. 
So they’ve made changes to correct that, 
but if you talk to my clients, that’s the 
number one concern—will the Mexican 
government push too far on taxation.”

The bureaucratic jungle that Entrada 
helps its clients navigate can also lead 
to frustration. “The challenge is the 
Mexican government, specifically the 
regulations and the paperwork,” Bur-
man said. “We were trying to put elec-
trical in and the codes were constantly 
changing. The tariff/import codes are 
always changing too.”

With that said, Donahue hopes these 
problems can be quickly resolved be-
cause he believes the need for Mexico 
to create a self-sustaining manufactur-
ing base is as pressing as ever. While 
not at the level of the U.S., manufac-
turing processes on Entrada’s campuses 
have become more automated. And the 
company fully expects its present and 
future clients to shift more towards au-
tomation as the years tick by.

“It’s not Mexico or China that’s tak-
ing U.S. jobs, it’s automation,” Dona-
hue said. “That development is what 
is going to most affect manufacturing 
across the world. If you automate the 
worker out of the process, then you 
might as well manufacture where you 
sell. So it’s more important that the 
Mexican market continues to grow and 
have its own opportunities than to rely 
on being an export market.”

In the midst of all these controversies 
is Entrada, with its toes in each country, 
trying to assist companies in expanding 
throughout the world, and the dream of 

a global production hub with free trade 
among 46 nations.

But there are others who feel this 
dream is more of a nightmare—who 
think that Entrada is a U.S. company 
that actually helps siphon manufactur-
ing jobs and is damaging the American 
economy.

“Yes, there is a stigma, and we’re 
sensitive to that,” said Burman “At the 
end of the day, what those people may 
not realize is that these decisions some-
times have to be made for the sustain-
ability of the company. Our plan is to 
remain in Illinois and keep our people 
here employed. If we don’t continue to 
grow and we don’t continue to gener-
ate a profit, we’re not going to exist. We 
were more or less forced to do this if 
we wanted to keep certain OEM cus-
tomers.”

Advantage Components’ manufac-
turing is split between 60% of total 
sales coming out of Mexico and 40% 
from Illinois. It currently has 15 em-
ployees at its Fresnillo plant. They want 
to reach 50 by years end.

When those barbs are sent Entrada’s 
way, well, they don’t sweat it.

“Some individuals who we have mar-
keted to have expressed that we’re not 
doing the right thing, but we haven’t 
met that much resistance,” said Dona-
hue. “I don’t know where we are going, 
but what I do know is that up until now 
we lived in a highly globalized world 
and that globalization is only increas-
ing. I work with small- to medium-sized 
companies that have to compete against 
extraordinarily large multinational con-
glomerates. Our offer gives them a way 
to compete against those companies, 
and I feel good about that.” EA

30 ELECTRICAL APPARATUS / OCTOBER 2019

GOING INTERNATIONAL continued

Entrada’s weekly senior management team meeting is led by COO Raul Cabada.

An employee at Fuba Automotive prepares 
for a quality inspection of sensitive product.
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