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BY PATTY TASCARELLA

Ronald Schuler has been named manag-

ing member of Spilman Thomas & Battle 

PLLC’s Pittsburgh office. He succeeds Da-

vid Robertson, who led the office since it 

opened seven years ago and remains with 

the firm.

Schuler, who joined Spilman at the end 

of 2008, has specialized in corporate, secu-

rities and commercial transactions, and 

focused on the technology, biotech and 

energy sectors.

He has been a partner at McGuire-

Woods LLP and Buchanan Ingersoll & 

Rooney PC. He left the law firm sector to 

serve as senior vice president at PGMT 

Energy, an oil and gas exploration and 

production company launched by a for-

mer client that was sold for $115 million 

in 2006. 

Then he launched Greyfriars Global, a 

law and consulting firm directed at tech-

nology and energy companies.

“But the more people asked me to get 

involved with oil and gas, I realized I 

needed some help, and that’s why I joined 

Spilman,” Schuler said. 

He was recruited to the firm by James 

Joseph, a member of Spilman’s Pitts-

burgh office with whom Schuler worked 

at McGuireWoods.

Spilman, founded in 1864, is a full-ser-

vice firm with eight offices and more than 

140 lawyers. Based in Charleston, W.Va., 

its footprint spans Pennsylvania, West 

Virginia, Virginia and North Carolina. 

It employs 13 lawyers Downtown, and last 

month expanded its space in One Oxford 

Centre. 

Its seven-year lease encompasses 11,000 

square feet on the 34th floor, with options 

for more as needed, so there’s room for ad-

ditional lawyers — though Schuler isn’t 

saying how many. 

Schuler’s agenda is to grow the office, 

but said that’s “less about numbers” than 

adding expertise, particularly in the en-

ergy area. Spilman focuses on middle-mar-

ket companies, he said, and is interested 

in “highly talented lawyers” from large 

firms or corporations.

“The vision is to be an Appalachian 

regional firm and that plays very well 

into the energy activity occurring here,” 

Schuler said. 

“I didn’t need something like this to fill 

out my resume, but being a manager pres-

ents challenges that are interesting to me. 

It’s a puzzle to work out and I’m not talk-

ing about nuts and bolts, but dealing with 

personalities.”

Robert Denney, who runs Robert Den-

ney Associates, a Wayne-based consulting 

practice that works with law firms across 

the country, said it would “bring a certain 

extra experience” for a law office chief to 

have a varied background covering large 

firms and the corporate and entrepreneur-

ial perspectives. 

Denney has not worked with Schuler 

but said his new post may reflect some-

thing of a trend fanned by the energy sec-

tor boom.

“The usual trend is to go from law firm 

to company and he’s boomeranged back, 

which I’ve just seen happen in the ener-

gy field a couple of times in the past few 

months,” Denney said. “This sounds like 

an interesting skill set, and Pittsburgh 

is certainly the place to have an energy 

practice right now.”

Schuler has something else on his plate. 

He is writing “The Steel Bar: Reinventions 

of a Profession in an American City of In-

dustry and Commerce, 1788 to the Pres-

ent,” a book examining the history of law-

yers in Pittsburgh.
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Law firm Spilman taps new leader for its Pittsburgh office
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Ronald Schuler, recently named to lead the Pittsburgh office of Spilman Thomas & 

Battle PLLC, has been a partner at two other area law firms.

BY KRIS B. MAMULA

A Westmoreland County company has 

expansion plans after finding a way to 

bring work home that had been outsourced 

to China.

Their secret? Invest in technology.

Albensi Laboratories and affiliate Inno-

vative Dental Arts are scheduled to break 

ground in March on a 19,000-square-foot, 

$2.5 million laboratory and office build-

ing off Route 30 in Lincoln 

Commons, a new industrial 

park in North Huntingdon 

Township. 

The company anticipates 

doubling its workforce to 

160 people over the next 

three years as a result of 

the move, President Don 

Albensi said.

“I want to continue to grow 

in a smart way,” he said. 

“We’re aggressively going 

after the market.”

Albensi makes dental im-

plants, crowns and related products for 

dentists. The seeds for the company’s ex-

pansion were planted around 2002 when 

clients began pressuring Albensi to reduce 

costs due to lower reimbursement from 

health insurers.

Outsourcing work to China was the 

only way to shrink costs and stay com-

petitive in a brutal pricing market, Al-

bensi said, so he formed Innovative Den-

tal Arts to handle orders shipped abroad 

while dental technicians at Albensi Lab-

oratories continued to locally fill other 

orders.

A product could be finished in two to 

three days oversees, plus travel time, Al-

bensi said. Making the same product do-

mestically could take seven to nine days. 

He started out emailing a company in Chi-

na, then visiting and touring its manufac-

turing facilities.

“It’s very hard to compete with that do-

mestically,” he said. “We chose our part-

ners and products carefully.”

Within three years, Innovative sales 

were triple those of Albensi Laboratories 

and the trend might have continued to ac-

celerate, but Albensi began pressuring 

domestic companies to tailor software, 

scanners and milling machines for den-

tal products to allow the company to pare 

labor costs. Lower labor costs would help 

lower the price point between outsourced 

and locally made products.

“We started asking for this,” he said. 

“We told them, we need your equipment 

to play in our sandbox.”

Money that would’ve gone to offshore 

work was instead shifted to buy equipment 

— approximately $1 million over three 

years — which helped make reshoring 

possible. At the same time, a variety of 

new materials were developed for dental 

restoration to replace gold, which had be-

come cost-prohibitive.

“As we become more proficient, we can 

only become more competitive with out-

sourcing,” he said.

And it’s not just China. A total of 32 

countries have dental labs that make 

crowns, bridges and other products for 

the domestic market, according to Ben-

nett Napier, executive director of the Tal-

lahasee, Fla.-based National Association 

of Dental Laboratories, a trade group.

The dental restoration import market 

totaled $1.32 billion in December 2010, the 

most recent data available, Napier said. 

The growth spiked during the past five 

years, when it rose to 38 percent from 

20 percent of the total market. Demand 

surged.

“Doctors were asking for it, dentists were 

looking for it,” Albensi said. “I thought it 

was the end of Albensi Laboratories.”

But not so fast.

Albensi was formed in 1979 and its 

home is a century-old building in Irwin 

once used to manufacture Kellogg’s Corn 

Flakes. The flexible space has allowed the 

company to ramp up or shrink as needed, 

but it looks as though things are ready to 

take off, necessitating the move, Albensi 

said.

The combined Albensi operations had 

revenue of $10 million last year and antici-

pate 75 percent growth this year, Albensi 

said. Innovative Dental Arts still controls 

the bulk of the business at a ratio of about 

2.5 to three units offshored to every one 

domestically made. But with an eye on 

taking a bigger share of that $1.32 billion 

outsourced market, Albensi anticipates 

the ratio shrinking to 2-to-1.

By investing in technology, Albensi is 

reclaiming a bigger share of the business 

earmarked for overseas. In 2002, Albensi 

employed 35 dental technicians. Today, it 

employs 45 technicians and designers.

A factor that may lift sales: Napier said 

legislation is pending in several states — 

but not Pennsylvania — requiring den-

tists to inform patients before a fitting 

that a product is made abroad instead of 

domestically.

“Automation is allowing domestic labs to 

be more competitive,” Napier said. “They 

can’t match dollar for dollar in labor, but 

in terms of efficiencies and price per unit, 

technology levels the playing field.”
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Dental lab building $2.5M lab to bring work back from overseas

Don Albensi, 

president 

of Albensi 

Laboratories, said 

the company 

may double its 

workforce in the 

next three years. 


