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Finishing: The Hi-Tech Plating Way

By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Well, I'm down to my last two articles for
the Advisor. Over the years, there's been
times when coming up with a timely topic
to write about wasn't always easy and
required a lot more thought. I'm happy to
say that has not been the case for my final
two which, let’s
just say, were no
brainers.

In June, | will close
out reflecting

on my time here
at NWIRC as the
President and
CEO. For May, |
wanted to do

one last tour and
feature a manufacturing company to share
their story and highlight their uniqueness
and accomplishments. But for this final
spotlight tour and article, | wanted
something extra special. There has been

a lot of talk about the resurgence of U.S.
manufacturing and the importance of
‘Making it in America’ Many are
acknowledging the critical role that small
manufacturers have in S50 3
domestic supply chains
and the relevance of
their contributions to
economic growth and
national security. Along
with these reasons, |
also wanted to feature
a smaller, family-owned
manufacturer which
our 13-county region
has many of and, of
course, a company that
was doing some cool,
innovative things and
experiencing impressive
growth. | know | was
looking for a lot and
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found even more when | visited Hi-Tech
Plating in Erie PA.

What | observed at Hi-Tech was two
generations of the Zechman family, father
Harry and sons Kip and Will, operating their
small manufacturing company like an
enterprise 40 times its size not only
excelling at the fundamentals but
deploying world-class strategies and best
practices. Before | get into how they do
things, here is a little of what they do.

Hi-Tech Plating specializes in
injection-molding and tooling-focused
coatings including electroless nickel
and nickel boron nitride, hard chrome,
and Techalloy™. The company’s
newest product offerings are its
Hi-Performance Films that are highly
engineered coatings with superior
properties that include industry
standards such as Diamond-Like
Carbon (DLC), Tungsten Carbide
Carbon (WCCQ), Titanium Nitride (TiN),
and Titanium Carbo-Nitride (TiCN).

As a finisher, Hi-Tech is the last stage

in the manufacturing process for their
customer orders. As the last stage,
sometimes they are thought
of later rather than earlier, or
after issues develop upstream
in the manufacturing process.
The team at Hi-Tech sees this
as an opportunity to shine.
Going by their Key
Performance Indicators and

- performance of 91% of all
orders completed within

24 hours, 99% on-time and
in-full, and 99.5% customer
satisfaction, | would have to

| say they are right. Add their
3Xincrease in productivity
and 2X growth in the last 5
years, and the company’s future
is bright.
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Harry Zechman purchased the
company 6 years ago and is onsite
one day each month to lend his input
and support. Kip and Will are at the
helm working on the business and
managing the day-to-day operations.
They also can be found working in the
business, side-by-side with members
of their team, on the plant floor
wearing standard-issued blue overalls.

It did not take long onsite to
recognize the benefits of solid
planning and sound execution that
has been happening at Hi Tech for the
past 6 plus years. Harry shared the
driving principles of the business:

1) make decisions with the long-term
in mind even at the expense of short
term goals; 2) continue to improve the
technical systems because having the
right processes will produce the right
results for customers and employees;
3) continue to add value by growing
people, your team, and your partners;
and 4) drive organizational learning
through relentless reflection and
continuous improvement by excelling
at problem solving.

Both Kip and Will are engineers and

worked previously for multi-national
companies. Kip joined the company
when Harry acquired the business
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in 2019 and Will joined a couple years later. Kip’s primary
focus is sales, working with existing customers and
developing new business opportunities. His chemical
engineering background lends nicely to the highly
technical finishing properties of their offerings. | was
especially impressed with Kip's sales approach and process
which was based on solving each prospective customer’s
specific problems.

Will is a mechanical engineer with a strong background in
coaching which blends perfectly with the manufacturing
company’s identity as problem-solvers and the servant
leadership culture that the Zechmans drive at Hi-Tech.

A culture and the Hi-Tech Plating Way of doing business
founded on two ageless guiding principles with a slight
variation of focus - treat others as they want to be

treated and lead by doing. A culture that retains talent like
CJ Amann, whose grandfather started the company many
years ago and has been working at Hi-Tech for 10 years. The
Hi-Tech Plating Way of doing of business through growing
strong relationships with other companies like Peters Heat
Treating and by participating in NWIRC's Lean Together
cohort of manufacturers focused on shared learning and
mutual improvement while strengthening manufacturing in
the region.

| found enlightening the organization’s compass, or “True
North’, guides decision making for the hard targets of sales,
profits, cashflow, etc. and the heart targets of growing
people and developing relationships. | found fascinating
management’s “Waterfall” concept which recognizes that
tasks move in a linear fashion from one phase to the next
like a cascading waterfall. They use A3s not only for
problem-solving but also for business planning. | could go
on, but don’t have the space other than to say thank you,
Hi-Tech Plating for making my last spotlighted tour and
article very, very special.

Leadership Transition
Underway at NWIRC

NWIRC is in the midst of an exciting chapter in its

leadership journey. Sara Hanks has joined NWIRC as
Transitioning President/CEO. She will succeed retiring
President, Bob Zaruta, who has led the organization with
dedication and vision for the past 10 years. Over the next
two months, she’ll work alongside Bob to learn from his
wealth of experience, collaborate with the NWIRC team, and
make community connections - all to ensure a seamless
transition as she prepares to officially step into the role of
President/CEO on July 1, 2025.
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Hanks brings over 20 years of experience in engineering,
manufacturing, quality systems, and digital

transformation to the NWIRC team. As successor to

Zaruta, she'll be responsible for executive leadership,
strategic planning, stakeholder engagement and advocacy,
compliance oversight, and

driving innovation to support
manufacturers throughout north-
western Pennsylvania. Before joining
NWIRC, Hanks held several senior
leadership roles at GE
Transportation, now a Wabtec
Company, including Senior Director
of Continuous Improvement and
Senior Director of Data & Analytics,
where she led large cross-functional &
teams, implemented lean

transformations, and drove Sara Hanks (L) and Bob

multimillion-dollar impact through ~ Zaruta (R) at NWIRC'

data-driven decision-making and ~ /FM25 manufacturing
conference in March

process optimization. Previously, she

served on NWIRC's Board of Directors and contributed to
workforce development efforts through teaching,
mentoring, and thought leadership.

“I'm thrilled to be joining NWIRC and soon taking the helm
as President/CEO. This role allows me to align my passion for
innovation and mentorship with NWIRC’s mission to
enhance manufacturers’ competitiveness across our

region. Together, with the NWIRC team, we’ll empower
organizations to unlock their potential, solve real-world
challenges, and drive sustainable growth that strengthens
our regional economy,” said Hanks.

“Sara’s extraordinary passion for manufacturing, combined
with her deep community ties and extensive experience,
uniquely positions her to lead NWIRC into a thriving future,’
said Zaruta. “Serving this organization has been the honor
of a lifetime, and | am confident that, under Sara’s
leadership, NWIRC will continue driving innovation,
fostering economic growth, and strengthening the
manufacturing sector vital to our region.”

Stay tuned for updates on the leadership transition.

Making an Impact: NWIRC'’s
2024 Success Metrics

NWIRC is committed to helping manufacturers tackle their
most pressing business challenges. Every day, our team
supports companies across a 13-county region in northwest
and north central Pennsylvania through expert consulting
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and impactful projects focused on continuous improvement,
employee/leadership development, business growth, and
technology adoption.

As one of seven centers within the Pennsylvania Manufacturing
Extension Partnership (PA MEP)—part of the MEP National
Network—NWIRC provides manufacturers with access to
proven solutions designed to enhance competitiveness in
today’s fast-changing marketplace. With MEP Centers in all 50
states and Puerto Rico, companies benefit from a mission
supported by tailored expertise and resources that drive
measurable results.

2024 Impact Results

Each quarter, NWIRC clients participate in a third-party survey
conducted by Fors Marsh to assess the effectiveness of our
services. The results for the 2024 calendar year confirm
significant positive outcomes:

2439

Jobs Created or Retained

$127.2M $47.4M $9.8M

New and Retained Sales Investments Cost Savings

Key Challenges Identified by Manufacturers

In 2024, the top challenge cited by manufacturers was
employee recruiting and retention (63%), surpassing cost
reduction (59%). Additional challenges included growth
opportunities (53%) and product development (37%).

Client Success

NWIRC projects span a wide range of manufacturing
challenges. Below are just a few testimonials from companies
that have seen transformative results:

Smart Talent: “The Smart Talent workforce development
program has been transformative for our team. By

collaborating with NWIRC, we documented critical processes

and created engaging video training modules that preserve
knowledge and improve skills. The results speak for themselves—
we're reducing scrap and rework while safeguarding a vital line of
business. This initiative sets the foundation for long-term success,
helping us achieve our ambitious 50% scrap reduction target for
2025

Supply Chain Optimization: “The insights gained from the
Supply Chain 101 workshop enabled us to persuade our joint
venture partner to grant access to their enterprise supply chain
module, significantly improving shipping and receiving accuracy.
Previously reliant on manual, paper-based processes, we are now
more precise, efficient, and timesaving in our operations.”

Maintenance Masters: “The Maintenance Masters collaborative
program provided valuable exposure to the benefits of a
computerized maintenance management system (CMMS).
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By engaging with different organizations, we implemented a
new CMMS and have already seen improvements in visibility,
efficiency, and maintenance tracking.”

Strategic Planning Excellence: “Lisa’s ability to facilitate our
strategic planning process was instrumental to the project’s
success. She kept us focused on key objectives while allowing time
for meaningful discussions. By the end of the process, we had

a clear action plan to achieve our desired results. Her extensive
industry experience and ability to engage all participants made a
significant impact.”

Gemba Walk: “As a result of our project, we believe Gemba will
help us maintain employment levels by increasing efficiency at
current staffing levels and implementing corrective actions for
safety and quality. Most importantly, it will improve retention by
fostering better communication on issues, challenges, and
successes across our teams.”

NWIRC remains committed to helping manufacturers improve
performance, overcome obstacles, and achieve lasting success.

Empowering Your Team
with BOLT

Staying competitive in manufacturing requires more than
advanced equipment and technology — it demands a skilled,
adaptable workforce. BOLT, the Blended Online Learning

Tool developed by NWIRC, enhances employee training and
onboarding, addressing industry challenges while fostering
growth and retention.

Much like the nuts and bolts that hold machinery together,
BOLT serves as a foundation for workforce development. This
online learning management system allows employees to
access training anytime without disrupting production.
Whether focused on technical skills, safety compliance,
quality, or leadership development, BOLT enables employees
to progress at their own pace. Training modules can be
customized to meet the needs of your company and there’s
also the opportunity to blend the online training with NWIRC's
in-person sessions.

Onboarding, a pivotal phase for employee retention, benefits
from immediate access to training. Research shows well-
structured onboarding improves employee longevity and
success, and BOLT supports seamless integration into company
culture. Beyond onboarding, investing in training across the
organization boosts productivity, morale, and reduces costly
employee turnover. BOLT is not just a training platform—it’s a
strategic investment in the industry’s most valuable asset: its
employees.

www.nwirc.org




» 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:

Tom Weible
814.590.5202

1 COLLEGE PLACE
Building Swift 256
DuBOIS, PA 15801

tweible@nwirc.org
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DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY
& ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

» UPCOMING EVENTS

Root Cause Analysis &
PDCA Problem Solving

May 29: Meadbville

Training on structured methods
to identify and resolve issues
effectively - including 5 Whys,
cause-and-effect diagrams, and
mistake-proofing. This course
equips professionals with

tools to enhance processes,
prevent recurrence, and drive
continuous improvement.

Onboarding Best Practices
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.

Lisa Dach
724.931.0728

HERMITAGE, PA
Idach@nwirc.org

Andrew Idzik
814.217.6068

8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509

aidzik@nwirc.org

Project Management

June 5-6: Erie

Essential methodologies

to boost project success

and efficiency. Covering

work breakdown structures,
scheduling, and critical chain
concepts - learn techniques to
streamline workflows and meet
goals to finish projects on time
and within budget.
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AS9100 Internal Auditor

June 11-13: Meadville

Delve into quality management,
risk-based thinking, and

audit execution. You'll
strengthen your internal
processes, ensuring

operational excellence and
regulatory adherence. Empower
your team to excel in the
aerospace manufacturing
industry.

For more information or to register for training, visit www.nwirc.org




