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  n March and April of 2020 as the pandemic was forcing business 
shut-downs, representatives from the PA Department of Labor 
& Industry’s Rapid Response program, Strategic Early Warning 
Network/Steel Valley Authority (SEWN) and NWIRC were  
discussing the impact this would have on manufacturing. As a 
result of that discussion, we decided to collaboratively outline  
programs we each have available so that 1) others knew what  
resources we each could offer and 2) we could be better  
prepared to assist companies with whatever impact COVID was 
going to have on their business and operations.  

That initial discussion formed the foundation of the COVID-19 
Recovery Program (CRP), a comprehensive partnership of  
agencies which is coordinated by the NWIRC and depends on 
each other to advise and assist companies who are negatively 
impacted by the pandemic. The CRP consists of a Business  
Assessment, a Cash Flow Analysis and Tactical Action Plan 
(TAP)—all of which are provided through CARES grant funding at 
no cost to the business. The end result is a customized list of  
recommendations to address the issues each company is facing, 
along with information on existing programs and grant/loan 
funding that may be of help. 

The CRP conducted its first assessment in late May. By 
December 31st, we had engaged with over 107 companies and  
conducted 40 business assessments. As a result, the TAPs   
developed with each company’s management team have  
identified 140 partners, programs, and funding that can help 
each company moving forward.  There have been 18 projects 
completed to-date with another 47 underway utilizing $51,255 
in NWIRC grant offsets, $36,585 in SEWN’s free consulting  
services and $37,375 in additional Erie County-specific CARES  
funding. We have found common issues include lost sales, 
technology upgrades needed, processes which are inefficient, or 
companies operating without a plan of where they’re going or 
how they’re going to get there.  

by Susan Hileman, NWIRC, COVID-19 Recovery Program Manager
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Workforce Challenges

Evaluating Your Wage Structure
Even prior to COVID-19, manufacturers in the region and across the country had challenges with hiring and retaining employees. 
The pandemic has caused additional workforce disruptions. Issues of new safety concerns and protocols, family needs, and team 
collaboration of remote versus onsite workers all are factors. It has also made competing for available talent, keeping seasoned 
talent, and nurturing new hires even more important. Elements such as culture, training, and career path opportunities all play a 
pivotal role—as does paying competitive wages. While wages may no longer be the top issue for some, keep in mind you are 
competing for the best qualified employees. If your company is not paying competitive wages, you likely will have difficulty hiring. 

This past year has proven to be quite 
challenging, wrought with risks and  
uncertainties, impacting even the most 
well positioned companies. Now  
businesses will have to likely come to 
terms with changes from a new  
administration, so what potential 
impacts will that have in the upcoming 
year?

COVID IMPACTS

COVID-19 is still experiencing ups and 
down with the likelihood of the new 
administration encouraging OSHA to 
promulgate and enforce more stringent 
mandatory national workplace safety 
rules. Due to the spike in cases and  
hospitalizations, it is possible there 
may be advancements in some type of 
emergency COVID-19 protections in the 
workplace come January, mandating  
the Center for Disease Control Guidelines 
(allowing for social distancing, frequently 
disinfecting the work place, and  
providing protective equipment like  
goggles or face masks.)

Business owners have expressed  
concern the proposed emergency 
standards may not be flexible enough to 
accommodate differences in  
manufacturing procedures and  
operations. Employers, fearful they may 

be unable to comply with a ‘one-size-
fits-all’ ruling, are wary of robust OSHA 
enforcement and are seeking some 
type of COVID-19 liability protection. A 
maximum fine OSHA can issue against an 
employer is $134,937 per violation, when 
an employer’s breach of safety rules 
is considered willful” or is a repeated 
violation. For other violations, including 
“serious” and other than “serious” 
offenses, the safety agency’s fines max 
out at $13,494 per infraction.

MADE IN AMERCIA

The President-Elect has plans to build 
on the current administration’s “Buy 
American” focus by making a $400 billon 
procurement investment.  By cracking 
down on waivers to Buy American  
requirements, ending false “Made in 
America” advertising and using  
expanded Manufacturing Extension 
Partnerships, small firms will have the 
opportunity to fulfill these procurement 
needs. It is likely there will be a priority 
on smaller manufacturers, particularly 
those owned by women and people 
of color thorough specific incentives, 
additional resources and financing tools. 
There is also a commitment to apply the 
Federal Government’s goal of ensuring 
that at least 23% of federal contracts get 

awarded to small businesses. Business 
owners should be aware that there will 
be a required commitment for  
companies receiving procurement  
contracts using taxpayer dollars to pay 
at least $15.00 an hour, provide paid 
sick leave, maintain fair overtime and 
scheduling practices, and guarantee 
a choice to join a union and bargain 
collectively.

RESHORING

To dissuade companies from building 
overseas, the next administration is 
considering a 10% advanceable tax 
credit for investments meant to create 
manufacturing jobs or modernize  
manufacturing facilities. There’s a stick 
to the carrot, too—companies that  
offshore production and then sell 
products or services back to the United 
States will have to pay a cumulative 
30.8% tax penalty on their profits. 

TAXES

Tentative plans to increase taxes of 
those earnings over $400,000 have been 
discussed. President-Elect Biden also 
proposed raising the corporate tax 7 
points to 28%, but this would not affect 
partnerships and S-corporations. There 
is also a proposal to impose a 12.4% 

A New Administration & Small Business
by Anita Prizio, Outreach Specialist and Carrie Mihalko, Chief of Staff - Steel Valley Authority
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Did You Know?

SBDCs Provide Market and Customer Insights 
with Database Tools
  he Pennsylvania Small Business 
Development Centers (SBDC) provide 
no cost consulting services that are 
enhanced with access to a wealth of 
market and industry research  
resources. Starting and growing a 
business requires extensive planning, 
preparation and hard-work. To help 
business owners make more informed 
decisions, the SBDC offers valuable 
information that provides insights to 
gather facts, analyze markets and  
formulate strategies.

The SBDCs subscribe to several 
databases providing information on 
demographics, industry profiles, 
financial benchmarks, and business 
lists. They can perform detailed  
research, and tailors each research 
package to client needs. In addition, 
each SBDC in Pennsylvania is hosted 
by a college or university giving the 
them access to the research tools of 
their institution. Finally, every SBDC  
has access to SBDCnet, the national  
information clearinghouse that  
supports the business research and  
information needs of the America’s 
Small Business Development Centers. 
The demographics database gives  
customer and market insights using  
instant detailed demographic  
summaries and comparison reports. 
This database allows users to obtain 
compile demographic and consumer 
expenditure data that can be tailored  
to a range of geographies.

The industry research database  
provides a detailed profile of industry 
segments used for basic industry  
analysis. The profile contains critical 
analysis, statistics and forecasts that  
are updated quarterly. These reports 
provide information such as key  
industry statistics, market shares of  

the industry, product or service  
segmentation, industry structure, and 
industry benchmarks. The report also 
offers a breakdown of the industry’s cost 
structure as well as an industry  
performance summary.  

The financial benchmarking tool takes 
financial data and quickly converts it into 
plain language reports complete with  
industry comparisons, ratio analysis, 
trend analysis, and financial forecasts. 
This database allows the SBDC to 
generate either a one year or four year 
benchmark report for an industry.

As a partner in the COVID-19 Recovery  
Program, referrals can be made to, or 
from, the SBDC’s located at Clarion  
University or Gannon University to assist 
in sales leads, competitor research, 
or supplier identification. The reports 
provide contact information as well as 
estimates of sales volume, number of 
employees, etc. for businesses which can 
be filtered as needed. 

To find your local SBDC, go to  
www.pasbdc.org/centers. Funding  
support and resources for the PA SBDC 
are provided by the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania through the Department of 
Community and Economic Development 
through a cooperative agreement with the 
US Small Business Administration, and in 
part through support from the host  
institutions. All services are extended to  
the public on a non-discriminatory basis. 
All opinions, conclusions or recommenda-
tions expressed are those of the author(s) 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of 
the SBA. 

T

New Administration
Continued from Page 2

social security tax on income owned 
above $400,000, evenly split between  
employers and employees. Qualified 
business income deductions (Section 
199A) will be phased out for filers with 
taxable income above $400,000. 

The administration has also proposed to 
offer tax credits to small businesses for  
offering workplace retirement saving 
plans and to expand energy related tax 
credits. 

Many of these proposals require  
congressional approval. With the 
makeup of the Senate still up in the air 
and the impact of our struggling 
economy, even Democrats may be 
reluctant to raise taxes right off the bat. 
Either way, small and medium sized 
businesses should keep an eye on these 
topics in 2021. 

Wage Structure
Continued from Page 2

If you need to evaluate your current 
wage structure, benchmarking your 
wages against others in the region may 
be a good place to start. The Center for 
Workforce Information & Analysis (CWIA), 
part of the PA Department of Labor and 
Industry, currently has occupational 
wage information data available from 
May 2019 at no cost. It can provide  
average hourly and annual wages, 
entry level annual wages, and  
experienced annual wages for every 
occupational title that exists—either by 
a single county or multi-county area. You 
can compare wages you pay, to  
averages within or outside your own 
county including positions such as CNC 
Operator, Tool & Die Makers, Welders, 
Metal & Plastic Workers, Prepress  
Technicians, Production Workers, and 
numerous others in manufacturing. The 
data can be found at:  
www.workstats.dli.pa.gov (upon visiting 
the website, search for ‘occupational 
wages’). 
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Most of the assistance received has been for projects involving sales & marketing, website upgrades, operational excellence/
continuous improvement, strategic planning or ISO certification.  As Char Farrell, President of Precise Plastics in Erie noted, “The 
process of being asked very tactical questions regarding my business through conversation, brought to the forefront a thought- 
provoking way of realizing strengths and weakness within my organization.  It invoked a different way of looking at, not only my 
business but my industry as a whole, and how I want to approach sustainable growth in today’s manufacturing atmosphere.  I 
found the people and the process very interesting, useful and enjoyable.”

Looking ahead, we still don’t know how long this pandemic is going to affect businesses—likely forever.  Forever?! Yes, because it 
has changed the way we do business: in selling, working remotely, or various ways of protecting our employee’s health and our 
business health! While we’re new to 2021 and hopeful about the changes it will bring, let me take this opportunity to encourage 
you to take advantage of the myriad of programs and resources available in our region. Work to implement changes now that will 
strengthen your company’s position in the future. This is still the best strategy to move forward. If you’d like to participate in or 
simply learn more about the COVID Recovery Program, contact Program Manager Susan Hileman (shileman@nwirc.org) through 
September 2021.


