
Unveiling a New 
Regional B2B Tool 
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

The beginning of a New Year typically 
re-energizes us. We may have a fresh new 
look with gifts of clothing added to our 
wardrobe. New goals and resolutions 

are often 
established 
for ourself and 
our company. 
For most, it’s 
probably a new 
budget year 
with new sales 
goals. Perhaps 
for some, a 
newly developed 

strategic plan is set into motion. But, for 
the start of 2021, we are all also dealing 
with the baggage of the pandemic and 
may need some new tools to achieve our 
goals. One of those tools just may be a 
new business to business (B2B) website for 
regional manufacturers.

Over the course of the last two years, GR8T 
Manufacturing (a next generation industry 
partnership for northwest PA), has been 
discussing the need for manufacturers in 
the region to better connect, especially 
for trying to source products and services 
on a regional level and better understand 
or become aware of one another’s 
capabilities. What started as a collaboration 
with students at Clarion University to 
develop a prototype, has now evolved 
to working with a regional developer 
(weCreate Website Design and Marketing) 
who recently created a new website

on their own with this same goal in 
mind. The bottom-line is that, with 
this collaboration, the website is up 
and running. It’s ready for regional 
manufacturers to get registered with their  
company profile and add this resource to 
their toolbox. 

Chair of the Partnership’s B2B Connections 
Action Team, Matt Lucco of Precision 
Profiles, put it simply that “a B2B 
platform is a critical tool that will aid in 
connecting manufacturing companies 
in the region with the ultimate goal of 
expanding Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) and jobs in the region. This can 
be achieved by providing companies 
with greater visibility concerning the 
capabilities and potential deliverables 
of their fellow manufacturers.” Prior 
to retiring, the previous Chair of the 
B2B Action Team (Franklin Bronze’s 
Dave Greene), had noted that having 
worked in manufacturing for over 40 
years he had many connections and 
knew the regional business capabilities. 
But after getting involved with GR8T 
Manufacturing, he realized there 
were many businesses that he wasn’t 
aware of. He also noted an influx of 
new employees to purchasing and 
engineering positions across the region 
in recent years who don’t necessarily 
have a regional network yet, so they 
are dependent on the internet for 
searching information. He thought the 
development of a regional database 
could become the first stop for any 
manufacturing vendor research done by 
anyone in the region. 
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While the roll-out of the website 
is focused on manufacturers who 
participate in GR8T, any manufacturer 
in Pennsylvania, New York, and Ohio 
will be able to participate. Companies 
can get registered on the website 
now. For GR8T Manufacturing 
companies in the 8 counties of 
northwest PA, basic profiles will 
always be free. There is also a 
premium paid option for enhanced 
features like multiple images and 
video of their operations, but GR8T 
Manufacturing companies who sign 
up before the end of January will get 
those premium features at no cost 
as well. The site will be organized 
with companies in a category placed 
in chronological order, so the early 
release to GR8T manufacturers will 
give them the greatest advantage 
long-term. Manufacturing companies 
outside of the tri-state area will not 
be permitted to register on the site, 
but they will have the opportunity 
to view the capabilities of all the 
great resources in our region. The 
immediate goal is to get companies 
registered, as quickly as possible, so it 
becomes a valuable tool for all. 
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Nate Wheeler, Owner of weCreate and manufacturing lead 
generation specialist, noted that there is a plan in place 
- part of which includes GR8T manufacturers placing a 
badge on their own sites which would link to the new tool 
– that will allow the site to show up in nationwide search 
engine results when individuals are looking to procure 
manufacturing services. This search placement will funnel 
business directly to the manufacturers on the site and grow 
our regional economy.  

As the Convener of the GR8T Manufacturing Partnership, 
NWIRC encourages you to participate with your voice in the 
Partnership (if you aren’t already). Take a look at the website 
and add your company profile. For companies located in the 
8 northwest PA counties who register, you’ll be added to the 
Partnership mailing list for future activities. The website can 
be found by visiting www.gr8tmanufacturing.com.  
A key contact for Partnership logistics or website questions 
is Molly Reichard (mreichard@nwirc.org), so let her know of 
questions or if you’d like help getting connected to future 
meetings and initiatives.

 

Turbocharge Your Plant  
with Lean + IIoT 
by Kevin Jones, CEO/Founder, Ectobox 

Are your Lean efforts as effective as they could be? Where 
do you get data to identify and monitor the impact of your 
Lean efforts in your factory? The 
answers to these questions can 
have a significant effect on the 
ROI of your lean efforts. The best 
results of lean work comes from 
having accurate, real-time data. 
Without it, your results will suffer.

I’m sure you remember that the 
essence of lean is to reduce waste 
in your plant. People are often 
surprised to hear the statistic that 
nearly 80% - 95% of all activities in 
producing your products for your 
customers are non-value-add. 
That means there is a significant amount of wasted motion, 
transportation, waiting, and more going on in your plant.

What is your process to identify that waste? One way to 
identify waste in terms of lean is to create a value stream 
map (VSM) of your plant’s current operations and a VSM 
of your plant’s preferred future state. Creating the VSM 
includes gathering data about the manufacturing processes, 
like cycle time, takt time, uptime, production lead time, 

processing time, transportation time, production counts, 
and other values. Users of the VSM then review the details 
to identify where waste is and how it can be reduced or 
eliminated.

The key to finding non-value-add activities in your plant is 
the data. Those values are captured on the VSM, like cycle 
time, wait time, transportation time, and so forth. Everyone 
knows the expression “garbage in, garbage out.” It applies 
well in this situation. Suppose the data gathered and placed 
into the VSM isn’t accurate. In that case, the VSM user may 
incorrectly identify a source of waste or misapply resources 
to reduce a given non-value-add activity.

Here’s a case in point: a company we worked with had cycle 
times entered into their ERP system for a specific product 
at a particular station. The cycle times were defined when 
the product was set up, and the values were theoretical, i.e., 
they weren’t accurate nor current by any stretch. Sometime 
later, someone else in the plant looked at those cycle 
times, they thought they were valid, and applied them to a 
VSM. Long story short, they focused on solving the wrong 
problem and ended up wasting much time, effort, and 
money and did not fix anything valuable.

Where can you get the best data to use in identifying wastes 
in your manufacturing plant? You can get it directly from the 
source, straight from the machines, processes, and machine 
operators in real-time. IIoT (Industrial Internet of Things) 
solutions, even small, inexpensive pilot projects, can put a 
couple of sensors in place and a small dashboard. Within 
hours or days, you can have real-time, accurate data on the 

process. The small IIoT investment can then 
enable you to 1) add the exact values to 
the VSM, and 2) based on your lean efforts 
to eliminate waste, watch the trends of 
that data to prove or disprove the Lean 
efforts were successful. With this more 
accurate data, IIoT can provide threefold 
or more value on existing lean efforts. (See 
more articles at www.ectobox.com on 
how data is used in lean activities to drive 
a better ROI, along with some compelling 
examples.) 

Side Note: NWIRC will host a free webinar, 
Practical Lessons on Lean and IIOT, on 

February 18 featuring Sara Hanks, Senior Director of Data & 
Analytics and CEO of Leverage4Data, David Grafton, CEO at 
Ectobox, and Kevin Jones, Founder of Ectobox. Takeaways 
include five ways to add impact to lean efforts using IIoT. 
More details at www.nwirc.org/events.
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What Bugs You? Focus on a  
‘2 Second’ Fix in the New Year
by Craig Corsi, Lean/Continuous Improvement Expert
and Lean Together Faciliator 
Before I became a practitioner of lean and continuous 
improvement methodologies, I was taught concepts during 
training classes, public seminars, and from participating 
in team-led kaizen events. At the beginning of these 
educational opportunities I was introduced to the basics, 
usually by starting with the definition of what lean means. 
From there, we needed to understand the difference between 
value-added and non-value-added activities (waste) and 
how they relate to processes, people and materials. After 
distinguishing between these two types of activities, we 
learned about the different classifications of these non-value-
added activities that are commonly known as the 8 Wastes: 
1) Defects, 2) Overproduction, 3) Waiting, 4) Not Utilizing 
Human Talent, 5) Transportation, 6) Inventory, 7) Motion,  
and 8) Excess Processing. The natural progression at that 
point was to define each one and discuss examples to 
become more familiar with what they are and how to easily 
identify them. The objective was to ’learn how to see‘ waste. 
To improve anything, you must first identify the activity as a 
waste. Second, you classify it as one of the eight types. Third, 
you generate ideas to eliminate, simplify or reduce the waste. 
Finally, you implement the idea(s) to realize the improvement.  
During these sessions or events, the training materials and 
presentation of them, were very prescribed and the learning 
environment quite formal. Depending on the audiences and 
level of interest, I’d guess that less than 50% of the room 
would really grasp and understand the concepts and actually 
use them. 

I share this because, in my article last month about the 
Paul Akers’ book, 2 Second Lean, I referenced his motto 
regarding his approach to lean as “keep it simple and have 
fun”. He introduces a refreshing, informal way to identify and 
eliminate waste in which everyone can grasp and understand. 
He says, “Lean is about fixing what bugs you”. He teaches 
his new Fast Cap employees lean by starting with that very 
simple concept. People can understand and identify with all 
the things in their lives that bug them, both at home and at 
work. When lean concepts can be reduced to simple ideas, 
everybody wins. As facilitator of NWIRC’s Lean Together 
Program, incorporating this concept during the very start of 
the program is important. During the last 4 years of leading 
the Lean Together programs, companies have been surprised 

at how much more engaged their employees are and how 
much more they are willing to share ideas when asking 
the very simple question, “What bugs you?. Participants 
typically start off with simple improvements resulting from 
answers to this question. Just a few actual examples have 
included: creating a long-handle window blind-pull so an 
employee doesn’t stand on a desk when needing to shade 
from the sun, developing a shadow board with sign-out 
sheet for IT accessories to track equipment, and organizing 
and labeling hundreds of die into a ‘library’ by size and shape 
to easily identify and eliminate searching. Starting with 
small improvements helps to get the creativity flowing, and 
having all employees make small incremental improvements 
everyday leads to a big impact for the overall organization.

As we now glide into 2021, consider asking employees, “What 
bugs you?” They may even have their own ideas of how to 
improve, but if not, it’s a great opportunity to engage your 
team to create solutions together. 

Side Note: More information about Lean Together™ at  
www.nwirc.org/lean-together.

 

Tips and Tools for Maximizing 
the Value of Your ERP System
Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) software systems form 
the backbone and basis for manufacturing and distribution 
businesses’ technology and computing. They represent the 
largest expenditure of information technology assets, yet 
over the years, many companies have struggled to fully 
implement many of the features embodied in their ERP 
software. Instead, companies 
resort to manual means, 
standalone spreadsheets, 
and other tools to accomplish 
what was originally 
intended to be fulfilled by 
the ERP software.  Over 
40% of companies report 
dissatisfaction with their ERP system. 

An upcoming 2-part webinar series (Jan 21 & Feb 4) will 
explore the reasons for ERP software’s inability to meet 
expectations and offer some programmatic solutions to gain 
control and improve the use of, results from, and satisfaction 
with manufacturing and distribution ERP software.

Find more details at www.nwirc.org/events
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If you have questions, or would like to speak with someone from NWIRC about services, please 
contact your Strategic Business Advisor (SBA): 

Scan for more details

 UPCOMING EVENTS

ISO 9001:2015  
Internal Auditor 
Jan 11: Webinar  (8 sessions)
This virtual workshop (twelve 
2-hour sessions) is designed to 
introduce participants to the ISO 
9001:2015 quality management 
system, the auditing process, 
audit instruments and the 
documentation process. 
Participants will learn how to 
conduct an audit, write the audit 
report, take corrective action, 
and more.

Employee Development 
Webinar Series:  
Critical Thinking
Jan  13, Jan 27, and Feb 10: 
The series will help you think 
differently, better understand 
how to find the root cause of a 
problem, and create long-term 
sustainable solutions. Walk away 
with new tools and resources 
that you will practice in class 
and be able to implement 
immediately within your 
organization. A great program  
for your team.

Robotic Welding Solutions: 
From Box to Bead in 24hrs
Jan 19:  Webinar 
With a predicted welding labor 
shortage of 400,000 workers by 
2024, join Vectis Automation 
to see how robot solutions can 
address needs for as little as  
$3/hour, all with no specialized 
training.

Value Stream Management
Feb 8:  Webinar (6 Sessions) 
Provides understanding of value 
streams, how to document, and 
identify improvements 
for overall performance of 
the company. Attendees  
will learn to define value from 
the perspective of the customer, 
as well as value stream mapping 
techniques to document and 
communicate improvements. 
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