
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

GR8T Manufacturing is back baby! 
After a pause of two years due to the 
pandemic, this next generation sector 
partnership, with a footprint of 8 counties 
in northwestern PA, reignited on June 22 

at the Bayfront 
Sheraton. Unlike 
traditional 
industry 
partnerships of 
the past, ‘next 
generation’ sector 
partnerships 
center on 
strong industry 
leadership 
with a keen 

focus on addressing what matters most 
to them to ensure the industry, in this 
case manufacturing, has what it needs to 
grow and thrive. In the Next Generation 
Sector Partnership model, business leaders 
are at the center providing input and 
direction. Around them are representatives 
from education, economic development, 
and of course workforce development. 
The regional 
partners listen 
to what the 
industry leaders 
are saying 
and look to 
collaborate, 
harness 
resources, and 
support the 
implementation 
of solutions 
to seize the 
opportunities identified and outcomes 
desired of the industry leaders. There are 
many Next Generation Sector Partnerships 
across the country. The model calls for each 
partnership to have a Convener. NWIRC is 

the Convener of GR8T Manufacturing.     

Here is an example of a powerful outcome. 
One of GR8T’s three priorities established 
when the partnership launched in late 
2018 was B2B Connections with an 
initiative to build a website that can 
connect manufacturers in the region 
for increase sourcing of parts and help 
companies from outside our area to 
connect with regional manufacturers 
leading to new business opportunities  
and economic growth. During the recent 
June meeting, Nate Wheeler, President of 
WeCreate (developer of the B2B platform 
TriStateManufacturers.com), provided 
a demonstration of the website and 
shared data on the increasing traffic to 
the site. The SEO enhancements and site 
improvements showcased by Nate were 
impressive but more importantly are 
working. Nate shared real examples of 
companies connecting and leads for new 
business opportunities. One involved 
Boeing whose complex needs required 
not one, but multiple companies from 
our region to combine resources and 
capabilities. The B2B platform is an 
example of the powerful outcomes of 
a Next Generation Sector Partnership 
and is why I am so excited to see GR8T 
back in action. By the way, the other 
two priorities of GR8T are: Promote 
Manufacturing Careers and Build 
Pathways, and Brand and Promote the 
Region. 

I am also excited about the young 
manufacturing professionals’ group that 
has been in existence in Erie for some 
time and now is looking to expand their 
footprint. This group truly represents 
the “next generation” of manufacturing 
leader. Ben Davis (Gene Davis Sales & 
Service) and Brian Rubin (Erie Cotton 
Products), two of the leaders of this 
young manufacturing professionals’ 
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group, introduced their plans to the 
GR8T manufacturers in attendance 
at the June meeting. The reaction 
was very positive and encouraging 
as everyone applauded the plans 
and  also recognized the synergies 
with GR8T. The combined effort 
of these two groups, fueled by a 
shared passion and commitment to 
the region by all involved, positions 
manufacturing in Northwestern PA for 
sustained growth and prosperity.  

The same can be said in the eastern 
part of the NWIRC 13-county 
region where the Next Generation 
Sector Partnership there is making 
a difference too. I recently caught 
up with Terry Hinton, Workforce 
Solutions, the Convener for the 
North Central PA Next Generation 
Manufacturing and Building/
Construction Industry Partnership. 
The industry-led priorities for 
this 6-county partnership include 
identifying untapped labor pools 
and encouraging youth to enter 
manufacturing and building/
construction occupations. Terry 
shared that through the efforts of 
industry leaders and regional support 
partners, 45 high school and  
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Next Generation – Making a Difference NOW!

Gary Clark (L), Reed  
Manufacturing and Ben Davis 
(R), Gene Davis Sales & Services 
attend GR8T Manufacturing 
Partnership meeting. 
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technical education students secured employment in 
manufacturing, construction, and healthcare with funding 
secured that enabled the 23 employers participating in the 
Co-Op to receive a reimbursement for wages. Another win-
win for the partnership was the securing of ARC funding 
for PROSPER: From Recovery to Career – a program that 
provides employers access to a new pool of labor with 
training about policy and practices for managing employees 
in recovery from Drug or Alcohol Use Disorder. 

The manufacturing sector is a critical driver to our economy, 
and we are fortunate to have two Next Generation 
Manufacturing Sector Partnerships in the NWIRC’s region. 
If you are a manufacturer and want to make a difference, I 
encourage you to get involved in the partnership in your 
area. It doesn’t matter which generation you are in, just that 
you care to be in and want to help to make things better for 
the next generation of manufacturers.     

 

Garner Opportunity with 
Supplier Scouting
Manufacturing companies across the U.S. continue to face 
supply chain challenges with many looking for either  
long-term or short-term solutions. Supplier Scouting,  
within the Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP) 
National Network, is a formal process to provide and 
connect opportunities among U.S. manufacturers of those 
with needs to those with relevant production capacities 
and capabilities. This is a solution to help companies that 
are looking for a new supplier resource, whether they are 
looking to reshore a product/part or are having challenges 
with their current vendor. Supplier Scouting is also a tool for 
companies with the capacity to take on new business and 
looking for new customers. 

As noted in a recent Manufacturing Innovation Blog article, 
“when it comes to domestic supplier scouting, the MEP 
National Network provides value beyond the traditional 
private sector supplier matching services and their 
databases. Each of the 51 MEP 
Centers has staff working every 
day with manufacturers in their 
respective territories. MEP Centers 
also have connections with local, 
statewide or regional economic 
development organizations 
and trade groups. The interest 
in supplier scouting has led to 
organic growth in networking. Manufacturers are reaching 
suppliers they had not connected with in the past, and 

their horizons are broadening beyond their typical niche. 
While MEP National Network supplier scouting clients are 
generally looking for short-term solutions, practitioners at 
the local level are seeing longer-term opportunities enter 
the discussion. It is not a stretch to see how these growing 
networks will help reshoring”.

Those interested in reviewing ongoing supplier scouting 
opportunities, take note. NWIRC, as one of  seven centers 
comprising the PA MEP, posts ongoing opportunities on our 
website. New opportunities are added on a regular basis, so 
check the listings often. If your manufacturing company is 
looking for a new supplier, our Strategic Business Advisors 
can obtain your requirements and present your sourcing 
need to the Network. Find the opportunities and more 
information here:  www.nwirc.org/supplier-scouting.

 

Beverage-Air:
Investing in Team Leads – 
Leads to Success
Beverage-Air is dedicated to being a leading provider 
of a wide-range of commercial refrigeration equipment 
to the food service industry.  Headquartered in Winston 
Salem, North Carolina, their manufacturing facility is in 
located in Brookville, PA. The Brookville location employs 
approximately 420 employees typically working  
10-hour shifts, Monday through Thursday, with some 
Friday overtime required depending on customer 
demand. The company is committed to promoting an 
environment conducive to continuous improvement 
and this applies to their employee development 
methodology as well.  In the past, team members 
attended boilerplate style supervisory training classes 
and executive leadership worked on changing habits 
and developing middle management on an ad-hoc 
basis.  While improvements were made, they wanted 
to prioritize their focus on the Team Leaders in the 
Assembly Department who faced various challenges, 
including:

•	 Assimilating new people onto their teams

•	 Getting team members to engage and respond

•	 Time management and holding employees  
	 accountable

•	 Communication skills

The risks of not effectively addressing these challenges 
include a low retention rate of new employees and an 
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overall lack of productivity due to poor communication 
skills and time management. NWIRC’s Employee 
Development Specialist recommended an onsite 
6-week Team Lead training program that focused on 
communication skills, high-level problem solving, taking 
ownership, time management and team building.  Based on 
NWIRC’s experience with similar companies, spreading the 
program over smaller weekly sessions versus delivering the 
program in a few consecutive days allowed the Beverage-Air 
Team Leaders time to take the relevant classroom examples, 
exercises and activities into the real world between sessions 
with follow-up and lessons learned discussions occurring at 
the following session.

Beverage-Air states the outcome of this training has been 
increased Team Leader engagement and effectiveness.  The 
subsequent increase in manufacturing productivity shows 
improved Assembly Line communication, teamwork and 
understanding impacts the bottom line.  Beverage Air is 
planning a subsequent employee development project 
with NWIRC focused on a manufacturing element that 
is common across all of their assembly lines involving 
parallel processes that merge together into a single flow.  
The goal was 
be to develop a 
holistic teamwork 
approach that 
maximizes the 
team’s total 
productivity versus 
team members 
concentrating 
solely on ‘ only 
their job.’

 

Uniquely Abled Academy 
Accepting Applications
Applications are now rolling in for the Uniquely Abled 
Academy (UAA) at Crawford Tech. UAA is a CNC training 
program for individuals on the autism spectrum who are 
savvy with computer and math skills. The first 16-week 
cohort in Meadville will begin on September 12. For 
qualifying students, there is no cost for the program that 
includes technical training along with job readiness skills 
instruction. Students will learn to program, set up, and 
operate CNC machines, combined with using quality control 
instruments, shop mathematics, and blueprint reading.
Graduates will qualify for several entry level positions, 
including machine trainee, machinist apprentice, and CNC 
operator. Applicants must be 18 years of age or older, meet 
the minimum requirements, and take part in an 

on-site tour and assessment to 
determine if the program is a good 
fit. Space is limited. The Uniquely 
Abled Academy at Crawford Tech is 
supported by the PA Dept of Labor 
as part of a grant award totaling 
$60,320 and also $10,000 mini-
grant from MEP National Network, 
America Works initiative. For more 
information and to download the 
program brochure, visit www.nwirc.
org/UAA-Crawford.

 

What is Your Superpower?
Calling all manufacturing heroes! NWIRC is developing a 
social media campaign to run throughout Manufacturing 
Month in October. The goal is to feature career path stories 
of those working at regional manufacturing companies - 
from leadership to the shop 
floor - in order to inspire a new 
generation and also showcase 
for parents the success that 
manufacturing can bring. 
Everyone has a story to share! 
If you want to be an influencer 
and part of our ‘Exploring the 
Marvels of Manufacturing’ campaign, send an  
email to: lknoll@nwirc.org.
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 YOUR STRATEGIC BUSINESS ADVISORS

If you have questions, or would like to speak with the team at NWIRC about services, please contact 
one of our Strategic Business Advisors (SBA) covering 13 counties of northwest and north central PA:

Scan for more details

 UPCOMING EVENTS
Pancakes and Planning
Aug 17: Hermitage 
Aug 23: DuBois
Having an accurate view of your 
company’s current situation, 
and a compelling vision of the 
future, motivates employees 
and focuses resources on areas 
that will have the most impact. 
Attend this morning workshop 
with your team to get started 
or to enhance a strategic plan. 
Pancakes are included!

 

Effective Coaching Skills
Sept 13: Meadville 
Effective coaching helps people
think for themselves, suggest
solutions versus complain about
problems, and take responsibility
for their actions. This interactive
session will provide a structure
to get you started on a path of
effective coaching, a model to
do skill transfer that sticks, and
activities to practice what you
learn.

Blueprint Reading
Sept 13: Erie 
Strengthen the blueprint and 
schematic reading skills of shop 
personnel, operators, engineers, 
and managers. This course helps 
those using blueprints and/or 
schematics to make decisions,   
solve problems, and effectively 
read and interpret technical 
drawings. 

Operational Excellence 
Workshop
Sept 29:  Franklin
A highly interactive workshop to
learn the conditions for creating 
a high-performing 
organization, including 
roles of leadership and
customer focus, establishing and
measuring performance metrics,
creating a stable and capable
delivery system, and converting
improved operational
performance into growing sales.

Tom Weible
814.590.5202
2 EAST LONG AVENUE
DuBOIS, PA 15801  
tweible@nwirc.org

Lisa Dach
724.931.0728
HERMITAGE, PA 
ldach@nwirc.org

Andrew Idzik 
814.217.6068
8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509 
aidzik@nwirc.org


