
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

The annual pilgrimage to our nation’s 
capital to advocate for the importance of 
strengthening U.S. manufacturing and the 
critical role that the Manufacturing  
Extension Partnership (MEP) program plays, 
which NWIRC is part of, took place March 

5 – 7. It was the 
9th straight MEP 
Capitol Hill Day 
for me, my 12th 
overall, and the 
last one with my 
impending 
retirement. While 
the high-level 
goals for these 
trips have 

remained consistent throughout the years, 
each Hill Day presented new challenges, 
different political landscapes and changing 
priorities. Given what’s been happening 
within the federal government in the last 
couple of months, and the swirling 
uncertainties surrounding funding and 
spending cuts, this year’s Hill Day may have 
been the most 
interesting and 
most important 
to participate 
in. And, as it 
turned out, 
the most 
memorable 
in my humble 
opinion.
Pennsylvania 
had the largest 
representation 
in the 
national 
network of 
MEPs with 33 
people 
participating 

including the 14-strong NWIRC 
delegation, followed by the Texas MEP with 
23 in attendance. Representing 
manufacturers in the NWIRC delegation 
were John Martincic (Forest Scientific 
Corporation), Sara Hanks (Wabtec), and 
Matt Albrewczynski (Accudyn Products, 
Inc.). Interestingly, Matt, a McDowell High 
School graduate attended Hill Day 2023 
sharing his experience as a senior-year 
student leader in McDowell 
Manufacturing and this time as a Tool 
& Die Apprentice at Accudyn. Matt was 
accompanied both then and again this 
year by Kyle Bucholtz, instructor and 
program advisor at McDowell 
Manufacturing. Experiencing their first 
Hill Day and representing Lion 
Manufacturing, the student-run 
manufacturing enterprise within 
Clarion Limestone High School, were 
senior students, Corbyn Brown, Braylon 
Beckwith, Layton Dunn, junior student 
Bryndan Carrier, assistant principal 
Davey Eggleton, and business teacher 
and program advisor,  
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Camron Kirkland. Joining me from the 
NWIRC staff were Tom Weible,  
Strategic Business Advisor for our 
North Central region and Kim Stebick, 
CFO. Rounding out our delegation 
was Rebecca Walker, President of 
SRME. 

Our first scheduled meeting on day 
one was with both Congressman Mike 
Kelly (District 16) and Congressman 
Glenn Thompson (District 15) 
together, which was special in and of 
itself. Both Congressman have been 
strong advocates for manufacturing 
and have expressed their support 
for the MEP program in the past. 
They’re both very familiar with the 
student-run manufacturing  
enterprises in NWIRC’s region and 
always enjoy meeting with the 
students and learning about their 
experiences and career plans.  In 
the morning on day two, the NWIRC 
delegation met with Senator John 
Fetterman. With the spotlight on - the 
students from Lion Manufacturing 
rose to the occasion. They took turns 
and informed the Senator of their 
specific roles and responsibilities in 
their enterprise. They shared 
real-world examples of their learning, 
the hands-on experiences
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they’re gaining, and their excitement to be part of their 
student-run manufacturing enterprise.  

John Martincic added his perspectives as a regional  
manufacturer and as 
an industry  
partner and customer 
of Lion Manufacturing. 
Rebecca Walker shared 
SRME’s plans to take 
the proven NWIRC  
student-run  
manufacturing  
enterprise model 
nationwide and how 
that could significantly 
grow the future talent 
stream for advanced 
manufacturing and 
lead to exciting and 
rewarding careers for 
the next generation.   

In the afternoon,  
we joined other 
manufacturers and 
MEP staff from around 
the state in a meeting 
with Senator Dave 
McCormick. About an hour before our scheduled time, we 
were informed that the meeting was being moved from the 
Dirksen Senate Office Building to a very special room with 
historical significance on the Senate side of the Capitol. 
This room is where the incoming president typically goes 
to conduct their first order of business as the new president 
immediately following taking their oath of office, The room 
and the experience was incredible! Our discussion with the 
Senator and his staff went very well and focused on the 
importance of U.S. manufacturing, stronger domestic supply 
chains, better national security, greater economic growth, 
and importance of developing the future talent for  
advanced manufacturing and innovative technologies.

 “The chance for my students to go to Washington DC to 
take part in the political process of advocating for federal 
funding was extremely valuable to their personal 
development. My students got to work on their 
professionalism, communication, and networking skills 
and they also gained an appreciation for our country and 
our program,” said Camron Kirkland. “As an educator, I was 
proud to see my students represent their community at 
Clarion-Limestone in such an impactful way as they shook 
hands with political leaders and told the story of Lion 
Manufacturing. Thank you to NWIRC for the invitation and 

allowing us to take part in this important event for the 
manufacturing industry in Pennsylvania and beyond.”

In addition to the great meetings with our four members of 
Congress and the networking, learning and skill building for 
the students, the NWIRC delegation also had the  
opportunity to take a tour of the Capitol and the White 
House - the icing on the cake! As I said, the most memorable 
Hill Day for me. 

Photo Credit: Camron Kirkland/Lion Manufacturing

  

DIFM25: That’s a Wrap!
On March 25, 2025, NWIRC hosted its inaugural Driving  
Impact for Manufacturers (DIFM25) conference at the  
Bayfront Convention Center in Erie, PA.  
The event proved to be a cornerstone for  
manufacturing professionals, offering a 
unique blend of  immersive experiences, 
expert insights, and networking 
opportunities.

The highlight of the morning was the 
“Ready or Not” manufacturing 
business simulation game – an 
engaging activity to enhance  
participants’ strategic, analytical, 
and communication skills by  
simulating real-life business  
challenges. Each table comprised 
a team that competed in running 
the same fictitious manufacturing 
company and managing specific 
KPI’s. These teams were randomly
assembled by NWIRC so  
participants from same company 
would be separated in order to 
collaborate and hear perspectives 
from others. The ultimate  
successful team (ie. winner) was 
the team with the highest net 
revenue. We learned from a  
quick tally during the game  
introduction that among all the 
participants in the room - there was a total of 1800 years’  
of manufacturing/business experience.  

During a live interview on Erie News Now, Diana Wilkosz,  
VP of Administration for Peters’ Heat Treating and 
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acting-chair of NWIRC’s Board of Directors, mentioned how 
important these in-person events are to be able to learn, meet 
regional peers, and share ideas. Dominique Miller, Human  
Resources Manager at Snap Tite Hose, talked about DIFM25 in 
her social media post, “The experience was nothing short of 
insightful! One of the highlights was the simulation  
business game—unlike anything I’ve experienced before.  
It was an engaging, hands-on approach to understanding  
strategy, decision-making, and operational efficiency. The 
breakout sessions were equally valuable, providing fresh  
perspectives and practical takeaways that we can apply within 
our own organization.” 

The DIFM25 afternoon sessions featured a lineup of  
speakers covering a range of topics tailored to various roles 
within manufacturing companies, including strategic planning, 
succession planning, onboarding, becoming an employer of 
choice,  Gemba, investing in maintenance program,  
cybersecurity, and using AI for human resources. The energy 
and activity made it clear that participants benefitted from best 
practices, collaborative discussions, and networking with peers. 

The conference culminated with a keynote address by Chris 
Czarnik, an esteemed author and career coach, who shared his 
insights on “Winning the War for Talent.”  His extensive  
experience in talent recruiting,  
engagement, and retention  
provided attendees with  
actionable strategies to attract  
and retain top talent in today’s 
competitive environment. He 
stressed to companies the importance of determining the ‘cost’ 
for having a specific open position - in order to put greater 
priority and strategy to filling it. One of his takeaways was for 
position postings,  “don’t sell the job - sell the chance to have a 
first conversation,” and to gear the posting to individuals who 
are are feeling a certain way or are having a life change.   

Thank you again to all of the DIFM25 sponsors and resource 
exhibitors! From the early feedback received, DIFM25 was a 
transformative event , equipping companies with the tools, 
talent, and teamwork needed to drive their businesses forward 
– and an event we plan to continue for years to come. 

  

The Value of Project  
Management Training
In manufacturing, where precision and efficiency are 
critical, the ability to manage projects effectively can mean 
the difference between success and costly setbacks. Yet, many 
companies find themselves struggling with projects that run 
over budget, miss deadlines, or fail to meet their full scope. 

These challenges are often the result of a lack of formal 
project management training, leaving teams to navigate 
complex workflows without the tools and methodologies 
needed to succeed.

Formalized project management training enhances skills and 
knowledge to plan, execute, and oversee projects with 
confidence. By  
understanding concepts 
such as task and resource 
dependencies, work 
breakdown structures, 
and executable project 
schedules, participants 
can tackle challenges 
head-on and ensure that projects are completed on time and 
within budget. The benefits of mastering these techniques ex-
tend beyond individual projects—strong project management 
creates ripple effects, improving operational efficiency, work-
force collaboration, and overall company performance.

This is precisely the focus of NWIRC’s upcoming project 
management training course. Designed specifically for 
manufacturing professionals, this course provides a practical, 
hands-on approach to managing projects in a multi-project 
environment – including foundational methodologies like 
how to build project network diagrams and determine critical 
chains, while also diving into advanced strategies like buffer 
management and task prioritization. Mastering these skills can 
significantly reduce project cycle times and increase the 
success rate of of projects outcomes. Participants will leave 
with actionable insights and tools that they can apply 
immediately to their daily operations.

For manufacturers, investing in project management training  
is a necessity in today’s fast-paced, competitive landscape. 
Poorly managed projects can result in missed opportunities, 
strained budgets, and dissatisfied clients. By equipping team 
members with the ability to plan and execute projects  
effectively, companies can improve productivity, reduce risks, 
and ensure long-term success.

Whether you’re managing complex supply chains or rolling out 
new initiatives, project management training offers the skills 
and strategies to elevate your approach, empower your team, 
and transform the way you manage projects in manufacturing. 

Side Note: NWIRC has a 2-day project management training 
course scheduled for June 5 & 6, 2025. The instructor, Joe Cooper, 
holds a PMP Certifications and has over 25 years’ experience  
helping organizations maximize their project effectiveness. For 
more details: nwirc.org/events. 
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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

Onboarding Best Practices
April 8: St Marys 
May 13: Erie
Reduce employee turnover 
by fostering a culture where 
employees feel valued and 
supported. Learn to assess 
current practices, implement 
structured onboarding, and 
adopt strategies for long-term 
retention. By session’s end, 
you’ll begin creating a plan 
to enhance your workplace, 
boost productivity, and make 
employees want to stay.

Essential Skills for 
Supervisors
April 10: Warren
Promoting high performers to 
supervisors without training 
can lead to challenges. This 
course equips supervisors, both 
new and experienced, with 
essential leadership skills like 
communication, active listening, 
and leading by example, 
enabling them to positively 
impact teams and organizational 
success.

Automation Happy Hour 
April 29: Sharpsville
Network at Muscarellia’s in 
Sharpsville and explore Industry 
4.0 trends, robotics, and data-
driven advancements. Join 
NWIRC’s Shane Cantrell for 
insights into ethical challenges, 
ROI evaluation tools, grant 
opportunities, and automation 
case studies. Engage in 
discussions shaping the future 
of technology and workforce 
transformation.

Blueprint Reading/GD&T
May 8: Erie
Boost your blueprint and 
schematic reading abilities 
with this hands-on, practical 
course. Designed for shop 
personnel, engineers, and 
managers, it prepares you 
to interpret technical drawings, 
symbols, and dimensions, while 
laying the groundwork for 
advanced GD&T and SPC topics.

Tom Weible
814.590.5202
1 COLLEGE PLACE
Building Swift 256
DuBOIS, PA 15801  
tweible@nwirc.org

Lisa Dach
724.931.0728
HERMITAGE, PA 
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Andrew Idzik 
814.217.6068
8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509 
aidzik@nwirc.org


