
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

What do manufacturing and cooking have 
in common? Answer: Recipes for success! 

And NWIRC is spooning into the secret 
sauce of regional 
manufacturing 
companies for 
our brand new 
podcast. 

Most working 
inside the 
industry and in 
the community 
know that 
manufacturing 

is an economic engine for Pennsylvania. 
According to the PA Manufacturing 
Playbook, it’s the largest economic 
sector in terms of contributing to the 
Commonwealth’s GDP (gross domestic 
product) – in 2021 it was roughly $113.2 
billion (13% of 
economic output). 
NWIRC is always 
looking for new 
and more ways 
to strengthen 
manufacturing in our 
regional footprint of 
northwest and north 
central PA. We know 
from experience with 
our various programs, 
such as Lean Together, 
that manufacturers truly value sharing 
strategies, best practices, and tools of their 
companies’ success. They have a genuine 
interest in collaborating, not only for the 
good of their own companies, but also 
for the good of the region as a whole 
and giving back to the community. Our 
podcast is an extension of that philosophy 
by putting a spotlight on the industry in 

our region, and more specifically, allowing 
peers to listen and learn.   

I’ve been interviewed on numerous 
podcasts, radio, and TV shows as a guest 
over the years and now I’ll have the 
opportunity to be on the other side of 
the microphone, along with my sidekick, 
NWIRC’s Robin Keller. But this won’t be 
your typical manufacturing podcast. 
We’ll have fun going into the shop 
(and the kitchen) to talk with leaders 
and doers at local manufacturing 
companies – small and large – different 
sectors - within a 13-county region 
of northern PA. We’re certainly going 
to talk manufacturing shop to better 
understand their ingredients, recipes for 
success, and their techniques and the 
tips that can really make a difference. 
We’ll stir up conversation on a menu of 
topics that will be very interesting for our 
listeners. We’re going to be looking at the 

attraction and retention 
of their employees. 
We’ll add sizzle talking 
about advanced 
manufacturing 
technologies 
like robotics and 
automation. We’ll 
discuss their strategies 
for achieving profitable 
sales growth, and other 
spicy entrees. Did I 
mention fun? We’re not 

going to just talk shop, because we want 
to take a few minutes to ask our guests 
about that special dish or recipe that 
they love to make at home. 

Manufacturing actually has much more 
in common with cooking than just 
‘recipes’. As I reflect on some of my past 
when I worked washing dishes during 
college in a very busy restaurant and also 
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as a short order cook at my dad and 
mom’s small family-owned restaurant 
– in both cases I remember many 
things going on at once. We had pots 
on the stove boiling with pasta, some 
on the back burner simmering with 
different sauces, and food on the grill, 
in the broiler and the oven - a lot of 
things happening with timing being 
critical – just like in a manufacturing 
facility. In the shop you have 
equipment running with production 
lines, forklifts moving products and 
materials, robots doing their thing, 
and people focused on their tasks. 
Ultimately, in both the shop floor and 
the kitchen, you need a process or 
recipe for quality and efficiency. 

Stay tuned for NWIRC’s new podcast 
starting in July, with new episodes 
released on the first and third 
Mondays of each month. You can 
find the podcast on Apple Podcasts, 
Spotify, and Google Podcasts. Use the 
QR Code to hear (and see) the podcast 
trailer for Recipes for Manufacturing 
Success. And, listen on July 3rd to hear 
who our first guest will be!

Bob Zaruta 
President/CEO, NWIRC

Recipes for Manufacturing Success 
-the Podcast
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Better Baked Foods:
Business Continuity with 
Support of Student-Run 
Enterprise
Better Baked Foods, founded in 1970, is a manufacturer for 
traditional frozen pizza, french bread pizza, and sandwich 
items for private-label customers and food-service venues. 
The company was a family-owned business until 2019 when 
Schwan’s acquired the company with its three factories in 
Erie and North East, PA and Westfield, NY. Approximately 450 
employees serve across the three facilities.

The Better Baked Foods’ facility in Westfield, NY serves as the 
bakery for mass producing bread that is then transferred 
to the other facilities for toppings, freezing, and shipping. 
Maintenance Manager, Scott Pierce, said they were having 
difficulty procuring replacement parts for the conveyor 
system. Specific parts, such as the conveyor sprocket, were 
obsolete because the original equipment manufacturer 
(OEM) discontinued that conveyor belt model to replace 
it with new technology. Once the existing sprockets wear 
down, there would be a need to replace the part or replace 
the conveyor in order to keep the line running. A line that 
generates production of approximately $2500 a minute, not 
to mention provides jobs. The conveyor is 230 feet long and 
consists of five sections, with 6 sprockets in each section. 
“The conveyor wasn’t down, but it was acting up,” Pierce 
said. “When the machine isn’t running properly it shakes the 
bread and we had zero replacement parts to fix it.”

Brittany Gribble (former FSQ supervisor) at Better 
Baked Foods saw a story in the news about McDowell 
Manufacturing, a student-run manufacturing enterprise 
at McDowell High School and mentioned it to Pierce as a 
possible solution 
to explore. NWIRC 
partners with 
McDowell High 
School for this 
career awareness 
and work readiness 
program with a 
focus on connecting 
manufacturers 
with specific needs. 
Through this 
innovative program, students participate in a manufacturing 
enterprise that is making actual parts, delivering services, 
and adding value as part of the supply chain for local 
manufacturers. Over the course of an academic school year, 
students learn about and perform different job functions 
in manufacturing, develop essential and life-long skills, 

utilize advance manufacturing technologies, and establish 
connections and build relationships with local companies. 
At the same time this work readiness is occurring, capacity 
for local and regional manufacturers is advancing, a 
short-term solution to job placement is underway, future 
talent pipeline issues are being addressed, and the next 
generation of manufacturing business leaders is being 
cultivated. Pierce reached out to Kyle Bucholtz, Teacher 
Advisor for the program, to see if his students could help.

For this collaboration, the students would need to reverse 
engineer the sprocket 
from a sample provided 
because there were 
no drawings or 
specifications available. 
The students also 
needed to understand 
the application for the 
part and the various 
features of the part 
that were important 
for proper operation. 
Pierce then sourced 
the Delrin®  
plastic because of its durability.

After a couple months, a prototype was ready for testing 
and ran on the conveyor for two weeks to verify. After the 
successful test-run, Pierce received a quote and placed his 
order for 21 sprockets. “I really didn’t know what to expect 
because I considered this advanced work, but the students 
jumped right in and I was impressed with what they were 
able to do,” he said. Needless to say, the company was happy 
to keep the equipment running. “We produce over 60,000 
pounds of product per day from the Westfield facility that 
gets transported to the two other locations for finishing. If 
that bakery doesn’t run, the other facilities can’t run either, 
so it was critical for us to find a solution.”

The project was a win-win because the students 
participated in a real-word application for problem-solving. 
“The job was challenging because Better Baked Foods only 
had a replica part which needed to be reverse engineered, 
modeled, and CAM files created, said Bucholtz at McDowell 
Manufacturing. “The students worked through it with 
success and now love being able to walk down the grocery 
store aisle to see a food product that a part they produced 
was vital to create. Providing real projects adds a level of 
excitement to education that can’t happen in a traditional 
classroom.”

Pierce estimates that having McDowell Manufacturing 
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Students in the technology lab at McDowell 
Manufacturing (McDowell High School, Erie)

Conveyer at Better Baked Foods. Inset 
shows sample of the sprocket produced by 
students at McDowell Manufacturing 
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produce these parts enables the company to retain 
approximately $5.8M in sales and retain 450 jobs over the 
course of a year as a result of not enduring equipment 
downtime. In addition, they had cost avoidance of around 
$200K by not needing to replace the conveyor equipment.

 

 

NWIRC Announces Incoming 
Board Members
New members were recently announced to the NWIRC Board of 
Directors at the April quarterly meeting.  The incoming  
additions include:  

•	 Kelly Goodsel, President/CEO, Viking Plastics
•	 Elizabeth (Betsy) Jacobs, Division Manager 

Barnes Group – Associated Spring
•	 Matt Koket, President/CEO, GeorgeKo Industries
•	 Patrick Laskey, President, Onex, Inc.

“I’m thrilled to welcome Kelly, Betsy, Matt, and Patrick to our 
board,” said NWIRC  
President/CEO, Bob Zaruta. 
“Their forward thinking  
leadership combined with 
their diverse backgrounds  
and experiences managing 
various sized businesses and 
organizational structures will 
prove invaluable. I look  
forward to their contributions 
and collaboration with other 
board members and staff.”  

NWIRC’s Board Chair for 
2023/2024 is Sara Hanks,  
Director of Program  
Management/Continuous  
Improvement at Wabtec  
Corporation.

 

Resolving Workplace Conflict
Today’s complex business dynamics and fierce global  
competition force organizations to continually ramp up 
productivity, improve quality, shorten cycle times, and reduce 
costs. An unfortunate, but natural, by-product is workplace 
conflict. Such pressures inevitably cause people with different 
personalities, communication styles, priorities, and values to 
have differences at one time or another. 

In August, Molly Reichard, NWIRC’s Culture Development 
Specialist, will facilitate a course with key messages that leaders 
can help employees accept accountability for owning and 
resolving their workplace conflicts. Those participating will 
learn to leverage two intervention tactics: coaching and, if the 
conflict remains unresolved, mediating. It’s also important that 
leaders are able to recognize warning signs of conflict so they 
can take appropriate actions. Join Molly on August 2nd in Erie 
for this special training. See more info at nwirc.org/events.  

Source: DDI, an international human resources and leadership 
development firm. Molly Reichard is a certified DDI Facilitator.
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Next Cohort Starting July 2023!

(L-R) Matt Koket, GeorgeKo; Kelly Goodsel, 
Viking Plastics; and Betsy Jacobs, Barnes 
Group-Associated Spring. (Missing from 
photo is Patrick Laskey, Onex, Inc.)
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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
Reverse FMEA
June 8:  St Marys
You may know Failure Mode & 
Effects Analysis as a proactive 
method for evaluating a  
process to identify where and 
how it might fail. But, do you 
know Reverse FMEA? Learn
methods to properly evaluate 
the effectiveness of process 
FMEA, and identifying high risk 
areas, evaluating, and testing 
control plan gaging and  
measurement.

Measurement, Gaging & 
Calibration
June 27:  Erie
Hands-on workshop for  
selecting the proper gage  
for the type of measurement  
and calibration, minor repairs, 
and adjustments of various  
gages. The course also covers 
NIST Traceability, Certificates  
of Conformance, gage  
management, and standards.

Creating a Culture of 
Accountability
August 22:  Meadville
Learn the language of
accountability (it should be
positive, not negative!) and how
to set expectations S.M.A.R.T.E.R.
Participants will receive the book,
Winning with Accountability,  
by Henry J. Evans for additional
learning and application.

Effective Coaching Skills
August 23:  (Coudersport)
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.

Tom Weible
814.590.5202
1 COLLEGE PLACE
Building Swift 256
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




