
Roots of Resiliency
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Through our direct and deep interactions 
with manufacturing companies over the 
past several months, we have found a 
range of activity due to the pandemic. At 
one end of the spectrum, 18% of them are 
in a survival stage – struggling but keeping 

their lights on 
and at the other 
end, 22% are in 
a thrive stage 
experiencing 
impressive 
sales growth.  
In between are 
the 60% in a 
recovery stage 
at varying levels 

with more than half of these companies 
experiencing substantial or noticeable 
decreases in sales revenues. Regardless 
of where your company might be across 
the spectrum, congratulations! You and 
your dedicated employees are weathering 
the storm. Your machines are running 
and you’re fulfilling orders and meeting 
customer expectations just as diligent 
as before. You put protocols in place 
for the safety and well-being of your 
team. Together, you’ve solved problems, 
improved processes, and innovated 
to benefit your operations and that of 
your customers. The unexpected wave 
did not break you, but rather rallied the 
troops and enabled you to showcase the 
resiliency that is baked into the DNA of 
you and your team. Keeping in the true 
fashion of manufacturing, you pulled 
from the obstacles and setbacks with 
lessons learned and new perspectives. 
You are poised and positioned for growth. 
You know what’s working well and 
acknowledge areas that need attention and 
actions that need to be taken. Because of 
all this, not only will the lights in your plant 
remain on, they will increase in numbers 
and illuminate brighter.  

Now (not to rush things), bring on 2021! 
As we look forward to a new year, even 
though still over a month away, we know 
it’s not going to be easy. The unexpected 
will always challenge and test us. There 
will always be setbacks and sacrifices. We 
also know there is no time like the present. 
With all this in mind, I’d like to send along 
inspiration now for a more prosperous 
future. Last Sunday, I listened to Father 
John at Sts. Peter and Paul Byzantine 
Catholic Church in Erie as he deciphered 
the gospel reading which he always 
does so well. He spoke about the most 
important part of a tree – its roots – the 
part of the tree we don’t see. He pointed 
out that roots seek nourishment and 
dig in deeper to get as much water 
and minerals as possible. He went on 
to note that trees that grow in harsh 
and very windy climates, live and grow 
because of their roots. He stressed  
that we don’t need to see the roots, 
making the spiritual connection for his 
parishioners. As I sat down to write this 
article, I reflected on this and thought 
about the employees of a company as 
being the roots of a business in order 
to live, grow, and prosper. Although, 
in this case we can see the roots but  
may not always see the opportunity to 
provide the nourishment for them to 
grow, to dig in deeper, and to personally 
and collectively become stronger. 
This is what enables an organization 
to flourish – no matter the climate or 
what the winds or waves of change may 
bring. As you look to squeeze out what 
you can from 2020, and enhance your 
opportunities in 2021, may I suggest 
putting a plan in place for employee 
development? In the coming weeks and 
over the holidays, before the New Year 
enters, tailor a plan specific for your 
company and employees’ needs  
to ultimately strengthen the roots of 
your business. 
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Addressing the 
Skilled Labor 
Shortage
by John Bridgen, Senior Automation 
Engineer, Neff Automation

Growing your manufacturing business 
profitably with a declining pool of 
skilled employees is an increasing 
challenge that businesses in 
northwestern Pennsylvania are facing. 
As an example, executives at two area 
companies recently noted that they 
have openings in production, each 
needing over 40 employees, and have 
limited employee applications.  When 
coupled with the rising demand for 
their products, the opportunity to 
capture the demand for this business 
and the profit have severe long-
term consequences if left unmet.  
Fortunately, automation technology 
has advanced making it more 
accessible to implement successfully, 
even for resource-strapped 
organizations.  

A case study illustrating this uses 
a Universal Robot and Vectis 
Automation.   
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Customers receive a welding robot in a box that is 
operational in less than 48 hours with no specialized 
training beyond the included instruction manual.  With 
an average purchase cost of $90,000 
and an expected Mean Time 
Between Failures (MTBF) of >30,000 
hours, that results in a welding 
resource for $3.00/hour.  To protect 
your investment, the solution is 
offered with a 30-day money back 
guarantee.

Often the struggle manufacturers 
face when implementing automation is they select the 
most challenging applications first, or attempt to over 
complicate the cell by adding unnecessary features. For 
companies looking to fill their voids with automation, a 
better approach is incremental automation. This 
concept is explored at length in the Robotiq book, Lean 
Robotics (https://robotiq.com/leanrobotics).  
Incremental automation is a winning approach that not 
only minimizes risk, it allows buy-in at the operator 
level.  Operators who are not part of the automation 
process often view the implementation of automation 
as a threat and may then seek out ways to hinder the 
success of the implementation. When automation is 
approached in smaller pieces, the operators can take 
ownership of the automation not only helping them 
build on their individual skill sets, but also enabling 
them to seek out additional projects to implement to 
drive improvements. 

In most cases, incremental automation positions robots 
working together beside human operators. A study 
completed by MIT with BMW indicates a robot working 
alongside an operator can reduce human idle time by as 
much as 85%. Additionally, using a robot in this 
collaborative way, the robot can often be used to 
complete tasks that serve as a method of pacing the 
production operation.

In the example of the Vectis Automation weld cell 
previously mentioned, instead of displacing the welder 
with a robot, it is possible that the welder would be 
empowered to take ownership of the robot and deploy 
and optimize it. With that experience under their belt, 
that employee is far more likely to explore other areas 
to apply such technology for further improving the 
company’s operational efficiencies. While clearly the 
goal of any business is to have a profit, if along the way 
of implementing your automation you can empower 
an employee to build and advance their skill set, that is 
certainly always good for the culture of the company.

Many view robotics as competition for jobs, as if the 
work is done by either a person OR a robot, but today’s 
manufacturers are embracing and seeing the benefits of 
people AND robots. When adopted and applied properly, 

automation and robotics helps companies 
to be more productive and more profitable 
in order to grow and ultimately creating 
additional employment opportunities. 
While the trend for on-shoring creates an 
opportunity for area manufacturers, the 
pressures of global competition skill exists 
and if demand is left un-filled, customers 
will seek out suppliers able to meet their 
price and lead-time needs. For area 
companies facing labor issues and increased

product demand, the accessibility of automation 
technology offers hope with a low risk path to 
addressing these challenges with confidence.

Side Note: In support of raising the awareness of 
automation technology for manufacturing, NWIRC and 
NWPA-NTMA are hosting a 5-session webinar series 
starting on November 11th at 10:00am. The goal of the 
series will be to spend 35 minutes on key proven 
technologies allowing you to build a road map forward. 
While ultimately the success of any automation project 
is based on choosing the right products for the task 
and the right supplier to work with, the journey should 
begin with identifying the best place to start. As will be 
discussed in the program, the best place to start is 
often not the project with the quickest ROI, but rather 
the project with the lowest risk allowing you to build 
incrementally on the initial success. Find more info at 
www.nwirc.org/events.

NWIRC Welcomes New 
Strategic Business Advisor
William Rupert recently joined NWIRC 
as a Strategic Business Advisor. Based 
in Franklin, he assists manufacturers 
who are located in Mercer, Venango, 
Forest, and Clarion Counties (in 
addition to Titusville) with business 
growth opportunities. He focuses on 
supporting their needs to become 
more competitive through continuous 
improvement, technology advancement, and workforce 
development initiatives. Bill has over 20 years’ experience 
in numerous facets of business growth, sales, marketing, 
and economic development. Most recently he served as 
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Territory Sales Manager for Hunter Truck, but his previous 
positions have also included Energy Programs Manager at 
Northwest Pennsylvania Regional Planning and Development 
Commission and Director of Marketing and Sales for PEPRO, 
LLC. Bill has a Master of Business Administration with a 
marketing concentration from Penn State University, where 
he also earned a Bachelor of Science in Economics. Bill 
replaces Susan Hileman who is now the Program Manager  
for NWIRC’s COVID-19 Recovery Program

 

D & E Machining:  
Sales Process Mapping for Growth
Located in Corry, Pennsylvania, D&E Machining, Ltd. is a fully 
integrated producer of precision CNC-machined components 
and assemblies that meet the specifications of virtually any 
industry. Founded in 1993, D&E’s many strengths are its 
quality management 
system ISO 9001:2015 
and AS9100D  
certification, quick 
turnaround times and 
impressive  
“state-of-the-shop” that 
showcases some big investments in new equipment. Their 
customer base includes long-term partnerships in aerospace, 
defense, and transportation industries.

While D&E has been successful at cultivating and 
strengthening its partner-relationship with existing 
customers, they wanted to improve activities and processes 
for acquiring new business opportunities to build and 
diversify its current customer base. The company has an 
aggressive business growth goal that includes increasing 
sales by 10 percent annually. To achieve this, they need to 
identify key market segments, attract “good fit” prospects, 
and convert them into new customers in as short a sales 
cycle as possible. To help them in this effort, they wanted 
to improve their existing sales and marketing tools and 
processes, which would include a more targeted lead 
generation and business development approach. With a solid 
sales and marketing infrastructure in place, D&E would not 
only be able to focus valuable time on customer RFQ’s and/
or projects that match their manufacturing capabilities –  but 
attract new business opportunities that would help them 
expand their current market base and add new markets for 
continued growth in the future. 

Following a review of D&E’s current sales and marketing 
system, the sales and marketing performance team at the 
NWIRC developed a Sales Process Map to identify required 
steps for their specific buying process to develop prospects 

into recurring customers. Concurrently, market research was 
conducted to provide a vetted list of leads within D&E’s target 
industries. 

NWIRC Sales Process Map for D&E would serve as a sales 
activity guide to align with their customers’ buying 
processes and provide supporting sales tools to further 
increase effectiveness of communication and improve 
the probability of achieving targeted sales performance 
indicators and growth goals. Additionally, NWIRC provided 
contact information for 70 prospective customers in 
aerospace, defense, and other targeted markets. “The 
research completed and leads provided will continue to 
help D&E expand and develop business opportunities into 
new markets not previously explored,” said D&E Machining 
President, Frank Polanski. “It was a pleasure working with 
Mike Griffith and entire NWIRC team on this project.”

 

Honing in on 8 Wastes
A 4-part series to examine and elevate awareness of the  
8 wastes in manufacturing (DOWNTIME).  

Eight Wastes, Part Four:
The unnecessary movement of people, 
information or equipment is Motion waste. 
This can occur because of workspace layout, 
disorganization, misplace items,  
non-standardized work instructions, shared 
tools and machines, or unclear process flow. 

Excessive motion of people can potentially put workers’ 
safety at risk and cause significant reduction in employees’ 
productivity. Any excess movement, whether by employees 
or machines, that doesn’t add value to the product, service 
or process is waste. Solutions can include re-arranging 
workstation layouts to decrease distance between tools 
and machines, documented (written or video) standardized 
work instructions, and improved communication between 
managers and their team. 

Excess Processing is doing more 
work than needed or creating 
a higher quality product than 
required by the customer. This 
waste can sometimes be difficult to identify and is often 
caused by unclear standards or specifications. In order to 
avoid excess processing, review product(s) specifications 
to be sure they align with customer expectations, identify 
possible opportunities to simplify a process, and eliminate 
extra steps or duplicate work. Perhaps the waste isn’t in 
production, but in the ordering process itself- doing extra 
data entry or generating reports that are never reviewed. 
Any unnecessary work adds to your cost of doing business. 
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 YOUR STRATEGIC BUSINESS ADVISORS

If you have questions, or would like to speak with someone from NWIRC about services, please 
contact your Strategic Business Advisor (SBA): 

Scan for more details

 UPCOMING EVENTS
WEBINARS

Lean Improvement in 
Accounting 
Nov 4

16 Automation  
Technologies to Improve 
the Bottom Line 
Nov 11

Industrial Robots in 
Cooperative Mode 
Dec 1

Lean Management 
Accounting 
Dec 2

Grow with NWIRC Series  
Sales Process Development 
Nov 5
Studies have shown that  
companies with formal sales  
processes have higher ‘win’ rates 
and revenue attainment vs  
companies operating with a 
random sales process. Now with 
COVID-19, sales processes need 
to dynamically re-align to new 
mindsets, behaviors, and  

requirements of today’s buyers 
and decision makers. Learn to 
develop a sales process model.

Grow with NWIRC Series  
Remote Selling 
Nov 19
In-person selling is one of the  
casualties of B2B sales from the 
pandemic. Many companies no 
longer allow visitors and trade 
shows have been canceled. This 
session addresses the new  
challenge with practical  
techniques and methods you can 
apply for transitioning to a virtual 
sales process.

QUALITY TRAINING

APQP/PPAP 
Nov 10: St Marys
Concepts of Advanced Product 
Quality Planning (APQP) and 
Production Part Approval 
(PPAP) Processes will 
be reviewed as part 
of your quality management 
core toolbox. Understand the 
5 phases of APQP, including to 
develop a quality control plan. 

Tom Weible
814.590.5202

Cameron, Clearfield, Elk, 
Jefferson, McKean & Potter 
Counties

2 EAST LONG AVENUE
DuBOIS, PA 15801  
tweible@nwirc.org

William Rupert
814.227.9350

Forest, Mercer,  Venango, 
Clarion Counties & Titusville

FRANKLIN, PA
wjrupert@nwirc.org

Lisa Pustelak
814.683.1034

Crawford, Warren Counties, 
Corry & Edinboro

764 BESSEMER STREET, # 105 
MEADVILLE, PA 16335 
lpustelak@nwirc.org

Andrew Idzik 
814.217.6068

Erie County & Bradford

8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509 
aidzik@nwirc.org




