
By Sara Hanks, President & CEO, NWIRC

As I begin my journey as President and CEO 
of NWIRC, I want to express my 
sincere gratitude to our staff, clients, 
partners, and the incredible manufacturing 

community across 
northwest and 
north central PA.  
Your collective 
commitment to 
improving 
processes, 
developing 
people, and 
investing in your 
communities is 

the reason NWIRC exists, and it’s the reason 
I’m so excited about this role.

Before I go any further, I want to take a 
moment to acknowledge Bob Zaruta. 
For over a decade, Bob has led this 
organization with passion, integrity, 
and a deep commitment to serving 
manufacturers. His leadership shaped 
NWIRC into the trusted partner it is today, 
and I’m honored to build on that legacy. 
I’ve had the privilege of working alongside 
Bob during this transition, and his 
guidance has been both generous and 
invaluable.

Over the past two months, I’ve hit the 
ground running, guided by a simple 
principle: listen first. I’ve been visiting 
manufacturers, meeting with government 
officials, and spending time with our staff 
and partners to understand the unique 
strengths and challenges across the 13 
counties we serve. From Erie to Clearfield, 
Mercer to Potter, each corner of our region 
brings something distinct to the table, and 
it’s clear that innovation, resilience, and 
pride in craftsmanship run deep through-
out.

I’ve seen not just potential, but progress. 

From economic development 
conversations to shop floor visits and 
community events, it’s clear that people 
across the region care deeply about 
creating meaningful impact through 
manufacturing. I’ve also been learning 
the inner workings of NWIRC — from our 
Lean Together™ and Maintenance Masters  
programs and student-run enterprises to 
how we deliver value through initiatives 
like leadership training, operational 
excellence programs, automation  
support, and culture development. 
These are pathways to transformation, 
designed with and for manufacturers in 
our region.

Internally, we’re laying the groundwork 
for NWIRC’s next chapter. We’re 
working through strategic planning, 
evaluating the needs of the 
manufacturers we serve, and exploring 
opportunities to expand our expertise 
and offerings. What’s been clear from 
day one is that this organization is filled 
with smart, mission-driven people who 
are committed to making a difference. 
I couldn’t be more proud of the team, 
or more confident in our future.

Whether you’re a current client or we 
haven’t worked together yet, I want 
you to know that NWIRC is here to 
support you. We are problem solvers 
and connectors, bringing the right 
people, resources, and ideas 
together to help manufacturers 
overcome obstacles and seize new 
opportunities. Our mission is to walk 
alongside manufacturers, not just 
providing solutions, but building 
lasting partnerships that drive real 
impact. We’re deeply invested in your 
success — not just as businesses, but 
as employers, educators, innovators, 
and community leaders. As someone 
recently shared with me, ‘It’s not about 
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building a network, it’s about 
creating a neighborhood.’ That 
sentiment truly captures the spirit of 
NWIRC and the manufacturing 
community we’re proud to serve.

Thank you for the warm welcome. 
I’m honored to lead this organization, 
and even more honored to serve this 
region. Cheers to strong partnerships, 
bold ideas, and a future we shape 
together.

  

American Turned Products:
Steps Towards 
Mastering 
Maintenance
American Turned Products (ATP), 
based in Erie, Pennsylvania, is a 
third-generation, family-owned 
precision machining company 
established in 1984. With over 40 
years of experience, ATP specializes 
in crafting high-volume, complex 
components for industries such as 
automotive, fluid power, and oil and 
gas. The company operates two 
facilities with over 130 employees, 
offering advanced machining and 
inspection processes, and is
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committed to continuous improvement and delivering 
defect-free parts.

ATP had a strategic goal to 
implement machine 
connectivity and lacked a 
Computerized Maintenance 
Management System (CMMS) to 
help manage and optimize their 
maintenance activities. They 
were looking to centralize 
information, automate tasks, 
and improve efficiency. 
Leadership was also looking for 
opportunities to learn best 
practices to improve their 
predictive and preventative 
maintenance capabilities. The ATP team 
identified that the absence of a CMMS was leading to 
several operational challenges:

•	 Lack of centralized data made it difficult to track  
equipment history, maintenance schedules, and work 
orders across both facilities. 

•	 Limited visibility into recurring issues and downtime 
trends hindered root-cause analysis and strategic 

•	 decision-making. 

•	 Manual processes and spreadsheets were inefficient, 
prone to error, and not reliable during customer audits.

•	 Inconsistent tracking of preventive maintenance tasks 
increased the risk of unexpected breakdowns and costly 
repairs.

Leadership realized that adopting a CMMS would not 
only streamline day-to-day maintenance operations but 
also serve as a foundation for building a more proactive, 
data-driven maintenance culture. Participation in NWIRC’s 
Maintenance Masters program offered an ideal opportunity 
to evaluate best practices, learn from industry peers, and 
implement a system that aligned with ATP’s long-term goals.
The goal of the Maintenance Master Certification is to 
transform a company’s maintenance department culture 
from being reactive and exposed to unplanned machine 
downtime to having preventive / predictive maintenance 
plans that minimize downtown and maximize productive 
capacity. NWIRC hosts a cohort twice a year featuring 
facilitator, Jeffrey Craig, a Reliability & Maintenance 
Professional with Fuss & O’Neill Manufacturing Solutions. 
Craig’s training and facilitation empower companies to 
overcome obstacles that hinder effective maintenance, with 
a strong focus on implementing predictive maintenance 
(PdM) strategies.

Three participants at ATP signed on to participate in this
collaborative learning experience consisting of peer-to-peer 
assistance, professionally facilitated training sessions, and 
hands-on learning at well-established 

manufacturing facilities. ATP 
participated in a cohort that 
spanned from January to June, 
and included sessions at regional 
manufacturing companies – 
Channellock, Corry Manufacturing, 
Ilsco Extrusions, Franklin Industries, 
Franklin Industries, as well as at 
their own facility.

The ATP team is seeing 
improvements in the KPI’s they 
are tracking. Prior to adopting the 

CMMS, it was very 
cumbersome for them to calculate: MTTR, MTBF, and their 
on time PM’s completion %. Prior to using the CMMS, they 
also did not track work orders or issue work orders through-
out the plant. Now, they have operators entering work 
orders on both shifts with photos and videos of the issues 
they’re seeing, which has greatly improved the 
communication and culture of maintenance that ATP is 
developing. They are also identifying gaps in training that 
need developed because of the work order history they’re 
developing. ATP has closed over 700 work orders since they 
started using FIIX (their CMMS solution) last year, and have 
been keeping 100% on time PM completion.

“This collaborative program provided valuable exposure 
and insights on benefits that a CMMS can bring, said Jerry 
Eighmy, ATP Project Manager. “As result of engaging with 
different organizations, ATP implemented a new CMMS and 
have already seen benefits of digitizing this function, 
bringing a higher level of visibility of maintenance to our 
team.”

ATP leadership anticipates that the training will yield 
significant results over the subsequent 12 months, 
including an estimated cost avoidance of $100,000 and a 
targeted investment of $30,000 in workforce development 
and information systems enhancements.

  

New NWIRC President/CEO
Sara Hanks has officially taken the helm at NWIRC as its new 
President/CEO as of July 1, 2025. Hanks joined NWIRC this 
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past April as Transitioning President/CEO to work alongside 
Bob Zaruta who retired at the end of June. Zaruta led the 
organization with dedication and vision for the past 10 years. 
Hanks brings over 20 years of experience in engineering, 
manufacturing, quality systems, and digital transformation to 
the NWIRC and is responsible for executive leadership, strategic 
planning, stakeholder engagement and advocacy, compliance 
oversight, and driving innovation to support manufacturers 
throughout northwestern Pennsylvania. 

Before joining NWIRC, Sara 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 multimillion-
dollar impact through data-driven decision-making and 
process optimization. Previously, she served on NWIRC’s Board 
of Directors and contributed to workforce development efforts 
through teaching, mentoring, and thought leadership. Sara 
holds a B.S. in Mechanical Engineering from SUNY Buffalo and 
is certified as a Lean Six Sigma Master Black Belt. 

“Sara brings tremendous vision to the leadership team, which 
when coupled with her strong analytical and planning skills – 
as well as her passion for manufacturing, uniquely positions her 
for this role,” said Matthew Lucco, NWIRC Chairman of the Board 
and President at Precision Profiles. “Having previously served 
on the Board of Directors of the NWIRC, Sara has a deep 
understanding of the organization and the importance of 
manufacturing in northwestern PA.”   

“I’m thrilled to be at NWIRC. 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.

  

Role of Internal Audits in  
ISO 9001 Compliance
ISO 9001:2015 requires manufacturers to establish a systematic 
internal audit program to evaluate the effectiveness of their 
quality management system (QMS). Clause 9.2.2 states that 
audits should be conducted based on process importance, 

prior audit findings, and risk-based thinking. To ensure 
objectivity and accuracy, internal auditors must be properly 
trained, competent, and independent from the processes 
they review. Organizations must define audit frequency, 
methodology, and reporting guidelines, ensuring that audits 
effectively identify areas 
for improvement. In a 
manufacturing environment, 
in-house auditors play 
a vital role in assessing 
production control measures, 
verifying compliance with 
documented procedures, and 
identifying potential process 
optimizations. Regular audits 
strengthen quality control efforts, minimize nonconformities, 
and reinforce a culture of continuous improvement.

This month, professionals seeking to deepen their expertise 
in ISO 9001:2015 auditing have two excellent opportunities 
to do just that. ISO 9001 Internal Auditor sessions will be held 
this month in Erie (July 16) and St Marys (July 16-18). Both 
provide participants with hands-on auditing techniques to 
assess and improve ISO 9001:2015 quality management 
systems, ensuring compliance and operational excellence. 
The 1-day session scheduled for Erie is a little different, as it 
provides a blended learning option to do online learning in 
advance of the practical auditing session. See more at: 
nwirc.org/events.

  

Manufacturing Talent Stream
21st Century Girls
NWIRC’s Project Manufacturing Talent stream is in constant 
motion. Last month, we hosted 
the 21st Century Girls from the 
Corry Higher Education Council’s 
4-day summer experience that 
builds confidence in 7th and 8th 
grade girls who show interest and 
aptitude in STEAM (science, 
technology, engineering, art, 
math). NWIRC’s Molly Reichard 
led a session about ‘mindset’, 
Mesa Wentling and Taylor Smith 
from PSNERGY presented an 
interactive session on “Life in 3D,” 
and the girls created their own 
mini-projects using 3D pens. Seeing the next 
generation of engineers and innovators is a great way to kick 
off the summer.
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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

Culture of Accountability
July 15: Erie
July 22: St Marys
Aug 19: Hermitage

Develop a positive approach 
to accountability, ensuring 
that expectations are clear 
and morale remains strong. 
Attendees will learn effective 
communication techniques 
and strategies for setting 
S.M.A.R.T.E.R goals to foster 
a culture of ownership and 
responsibility.

 
Effective Communication 
Skills
July 29: Erie

Equips participants with 
practical techniques to enhance 
workplace communication, 
build trust, and strengthen 
relationships. Through  
high-energy activities and 
industry-relevant discussions, 
attendees will learn how to 
mobilize teams, generate 
solutions, and achieve goals 
effectively.

8D Problem Solving
August 12: St Marys
Hands-on training to help teams 
master the Eight Disciplines (8D) 
methodology for identifying, 
analyzing, and resolving 
problems effectively. Participants 
will learn key investigative 
techniques, including 5W2H, 
Pareto charts, and root cause 
analysis, while applying these 
tools to real-world scenarios.

Manufacturing Excellence 
Professional Development
Starting Oct 8: Meadville
 In this 6-session program with  
hands-on learning, real-
world problem-solving, 
and SME Lean Bronze 
certification prep, participants 
gain the skills to implement 
transformational change within 
their organizations. In addition 
to the six sessions, the program 
includes two days for exam prep 
and sitting for the test. 
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