
More than 60 people attended 
Grant Thornton’s Food & Beverage 
Executive Forum recently in 
Wauwatosa.  At the forum, several 
industry members shared how 
food and beverage manufacturers 
could be the engine of Wisconsin’s 
economic growth in the decade to 
come if they master technology, 
embrace innovation and find the 
skilled talent they need.

Food and beverage is a growth industry
Southeast Wisconsin is home to 253 food and 
beverage manufacturers and corporate headquarters 
for 16 international food companies, according 
to Shelley Jurewicz, executive director of FaB 
Milwaukee, a coalition of food and beverage 
manufacturers and related companies.    

“FaB represents businesses from farm to factory to 
fork,” she explained. “We spend most of our time in 
the factory, working with the people who make our 
food and ingredients, food-related equipment and 
labeling. We also dabble a little on the farm, a little on 
the fork and in the dashes in between.”

Jurewicz noted the Milwaukee region boasts the 
nation’s highest concentration of food and beverage 
workers and the third-highest concentration of food 
scientists. And since the 2008 financial turmoil, the 
state has experienced the second-fastest employment 
growth for food and beverage manufacturers in the 
nation, Jurewicz said.

Technology and innovation will help the state’s food and 
beverage manufacturers fuel economic growth   

Wisconsin’s food and beverage 
industry is moving in a fresh direction
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The Internet of Things
The primary theme of this year’s Food & Beverage 
Executive Forum was innovation strategies that are 
driving growth in the food industry.  John Nesi, 
vice president of market development for Rockwell 
Automation, gave the forum’s keynote address 
and shared how Rockwell has been focused on 
using technology to gain efficiencies in 
manufacturing processes.

“In order to succeed, you want to be as demand-
driven as possible,” Nesi said. “You can’t afford 
to be inefficient in your manufacturing processes.  
Manufacturers that embrace advancing technology 
have seen significant impact in efficiencies, less waste, 
improved response times, higher asset utilization and 
improved quality.”

In his presentation, Nesi described what he termed the 
“Internet of things,” the growing interconnected and 
automated web of information that allows devices to 
communicate with each other in real time. 

“More things are being connected to more devices. 
They are talking to each other and talking back to 
your information services as well,” he said. “But as 
more things become ‘smart’ and start transmitting 
data, they can end up crushing you with information.”

Nesi said that’s why the two most important 
components of the “Internet of things” are 
information management and cybersecurity. 
Companies need to know what data they want to 
collect, what they are going to do with it and how 
they are going to keep others from accessing it. 

Real-time information for manufacturers
“The industrial environment is more time-critical 
than the consumer environment,” Nesi said. 
“Manufacturers increasingly need to know when a 
machine shuts down, why it shut down, and what has 
to be done to fix it or make it more efficient.”

To demonstrate how companies may be 
underutilizing the information they have at their 
disposal, Nesi described a high-speed packaging
line that includes a filler, wrapper, case packer and
the palletizer.

“All of these machines are talking to each other and 
operating at a tremendous rate of speed, but they may 
not be keeping that information in history,” Nesi 
said. “We want to capture that information, find out 
why machines shut down, use algorithms to better 
understand the nature of the shutdown and then do 
some prognostics on what we have to fix.”

While the progress varies significantly from industry 
to industry, Nesi said companies are increasingly 
moving data to the cloud, integrating their systems 
and making information accessible to mobile 
devices. While these trends are good for improving 
productivity and responding in real time to customer 
demands, they have their challenges. However, 
Nesi said, only 14% of manufacturers have 
completely integrated their plant floor information 
to the enterprise. 
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One of the challenges is getting the operations people 
and control engineers to work together with IT. The 
other is to find people who can make the transition to 
the smarter machines. “The operators that have tribal 
knowledge often don’t know or understand smart 
machines, while the operators who understand smart 
machines, don’t have the tribal knowledge,” Nesi said.

Nesi believes the benefits of moving to highly 
automated, interconnected systems outweigh the 
risks. “It can lead to safer, more accessible food 
supply and more effective use of natural resources,” 
he said. “We just have to be careful how we deploy 
it as an industry.”

Nesi detailed Rockwell’s own five-year connected 
enterprise initiative, which included a comprehensive 
footprint analysis of its global operations, supplier 
collaboration initiatives and the standardization 
of processes and workflows. The result has been a 
reduction in capital expenditures and lead times and 
significant improvements in quality. 

Challenges and opportunities 
During a panel discussion moderated by Joseph 
Toonen, an audit partner who leads Grant Thornton 
LLP’s food and beverage industry group, executives 
at five Wisconsin-based food and beverage 
manufacturers talked about the challenges they face 
and the opportunities they see in the coming year.

They, like Jurewicz, see the food and beverage 
industry playing an important role in Wisconsin’s 
economic future.

“Agriculture and food products are very viable for 
the state of Wisconsin,” said Dallas Wuethrich, CEO 
of Greenwood-based Grassland Dairy Products, 
an industry leader providing a wide range of butter 
products, packages and brands to retailers, food-
service operations and the industrial dairy market. 
“They are not very fancy or pretty, but they are where 
the hope for the future of the state lies.”

Wuethrich said things are looking better for the state’s 
food companies.

“People are getting excited about butter again,” he 
noted. “We’re seeing the highest butter usage in 60 
years, especially for unsalted butter, which now 
represents 50% of production at our flagship plant.”

Other panelists said they were benefiting from 
changes in the public’s dietary preferences.

“The attention to gluten-free, whole-grain fibers 
plays well for us,” said Riley Didion, sales manager of 
Didion Milling Inc., a family-owned business based 
near Madison that has been storing, processing and 
transporting grain products for more than 40 years.  
Its current portfolio of value-added corn products 
includes flours, meals, grits, brans and 
whole-grain flours.
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The importance of technology
While panelists said their primary focus is food, 
they must keep a keen eye on technology to 
remain competitive.

“You have to become much more efficient in your 
operations because it is difficult to control the costs 
of raw materials or your finished price,” said Doug 
Dieterich, president of the Galloway Company, in 
Neenah, the largest manufacturer of frozen dairy 
dessert mixes in Wisconsin and the largest sweetened 
condensed milk producer in the nation.

That requires efficient processes, technologically 
advanced equipment and real-time information 
that tracks how the machines are operating and what 
is happening to the product as it moves through 
the plant.

“When a load of raw material hits our plant, a 
purchase order is affixed to it and that number 
follows the material from receiving to quality to 
composition to laboratory to churning to lot tracking, 
packaging and inventory,” Wuethrich said. “All of the 
information is downloaded and compiled, including 
the run times of the machines processing the product.”

Integrating technology into the corporate strategy
The panelists noted that while technology is 
important, it isn’t necessary to pioneer the newest 
systems and devices. And what a company does with 
technology depends in large part on its current focus 
as an organization.

“Our strategy is to adopt technology at the latter end 
of its beginning phase,” said Jim Ostrom, Co-Founder 
and Partner of Milk Source LLC, in Kaukauna, 
which operates large-scale dairies in Wisconsin and 
Michigan. “We are focused on growth, which is why 
we are a little late in adopting technology.”

Ted Balistreri, co-owner of Sendik’s Food Markets, a 
third-generation grocery store chain with 11 locations 
in southeast Wisconsin, agrees. “You are either in 
growth mode or you are working on your cost side,” 
he said. “It is difficult to do both.”

But that doesn’t mean Sendik’s isn’t being innovative. 

“We are constantly working on processes, because, 
as everyone knows, the grocery industry is a pennies 
business,” Balistreri said. “In addition, because we 
are a third-generation family-owned business, a lot of 
the things we do are done that way because we have 
always done them that way. To counter that, we have 
developmental centers that bring together a team of 
experts to challenge everything we are doing in order 
to explore new ways of doing things.”

At Galloway, growth and innovation is one of six 
focus areas in the annual planning process. “We select 
three to five projects to work on and develop a plan,” 
Dieterich said. “This approach has led to a new sorbet 
product, which we introduced a few years back and 
has been very successful; extended shelf-life products 
for two of our customers; and new opportunities for 
beverage customers.”
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Maximizing tax credits for innovation
Toonen noted that while most companies innovate, 
many miss the opportunity to fully leverage the 
financial benefits of their innovations because they 
don’t fully understand the federal government’s R&D 
tax credit.

“Many companies think of R&D as new products 
and people in white coats, but the tax credit can apply 
to any process improvement on the shop floor,” he 
said. “If your company is not taking the credit, we 
highly recommend you take another look at it. The 
other thing we often see is that the tax credit has not 
been maximized, especially among food and beverage 
companies who claim the credit. This is a financial 
opportunity that should not be overlooked.” 

Panelists also noted that developing long-term 
relationships with both their clients and suppliers has 
been important to their success. 

“We try to integrate suppliers into our business as 
much as we can because the work they do with other 
businesses gives them insights and innovative ideas 
that they can share with us,” Didion said. He said 
the ideas he received from suppliers during several 
expansion projects over the past few years were 
extremely beneficial. “They are closer to the ground 
in many areas because they work with a cross-section 
of industries.”  

The talent challenge
Finding and retaining talent remains one of the 
key hurdles for growth.  

“Attracting and retaining people, for both 
management and production, is a significant issue,” 
said Dieterich. “Over the next five to eight years, 
we are going to see a lot of turnover in knowledge 
and experience.”

Balistreri agreed, explaining that talent development is 
one of management’s top initiatives.

“We spend a lot of our resources to develop our 
talent — both internally and externally,” he said. “We 
are reaching into the company to find the next batch 
of up-and-comers and get them more involved, and 
we are going outside the company to recruit top-
notch people.”

Working with area schools is important to achieving 
this goal. Sendik’s, for example, is working with 
students at Concordia University Wisconsin in 
Mequon to show them the opportunities that are 
available in the retail food businesses. 
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Financial and reputational risk
Managing financial risk is integral to operating any 
business today, but for food manufacturers, the 
greatest risk they face is public perception.

“I built our company off of hedging, which is risk 
management in its purest form, but the risk I worry 
about is what I call reputational terrorism,” Ostrom 
said. “There are organizations out there that are 
designed to destroy agricultural operations. They go 
into a farm undercover to get some unflattering video 
and then try to destroy everyone in that channel — 
from the processor to the marketer to the retailer.”

Earlier this year, Milk Source was named the 
Innovative Dairy Farmer of the Year by the 
International Dairy Foods Association and Dairy 
Today magazine. The company is working with 
the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh and another 
company on biodigester projects that turn cow 
manure into green energy and fertilizer.

Nonetheless, Ostrom said that his company, 
which operates large dairy operations, is constantly 
battling perceptions that it is not environmentally 
friendly. “Large farms are designed not to pollute, 
but that’s not the perception many people have and 
the regulatory community responds to this public 
pressure,” he said.

Food safety
Toonen noted that 57% of food and beverage 
manufacturers say food safety is their No. 1 issue and 
several panelists agreed.

“The threat of a food-borne illness keeps me up at 
night,” Balistreri said. “I stay very close to the food-
safety people in our operation. They report directly 
to me. And I go to safety meetings and seminars with 
staff so they can see that it is important to me.”

Balistreri said the concern is not just that a customer 
or family member might get sick, but that the Sendik’s 
reputation could be damaged even if no one falls ill. 
Balistreri said that concern forces retailers to take 
defensive measures that can have drastic effects on 
suppliers. He cited one instance in which his company 
had to sever ties with a family company due to bad 
publicity about that operation — even though no one 
was injured or became sick. 

“We had to pull the product due to the public 
outcry,” he said. “It was very sad. It was a good 
company, but something went awry.”

Panelists said technology, including cameras and 
tracking information, can be used to help mitigate  
food-safety risks. 

“You have to make sure that all of your 
responsibilities are fulfilled when the product is in 
your facility and that there is the discipline to ensure 
that processes are properly followed,” Wuethrich said.
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Dealing with food waste
The flip side of food security is the issue of food 
waste. In order to comply with regulations and reduce 
their risk, manufacturers are conservative in their 
selection of pull dates — the dates on which their 
product should be taken off the shelves.

“From a manufacturing perspective, we don’t want 
the risk of recall, so we don’t want long pull dates,” 
Didion said.

Once the product is in the store, retailers are also 
quick to pull it off.

“You can’t have products with expired pull dates 
on your shelf and customers won’t buy products if 
they are close to the pull date even though it is OK,” 
Balistreri said. “With yogurt, we are pulling five days 
before the expiration date because people don’t want 
to see pull dates in their fridge.”

The result of these pull-date policies is that a lot of 
good food is being thrown away. However, there’s 
always the silver lining of opportunity. 

“Some of our biggest growth opportunities are 
developing extended shelf-life opportunities for our 
customers,” Dieterich said.

Despite the challenges and risks they face, the 
panelists said they are optimistic about their 
companies and the future of food and beverage 
manufacturing in Wisconsin. 

“As John (Nesi) noted, there are going to be 1 billion 
new consumers spending $8 trillion by 2016,” said 
Ostrom. “The first thing they spend money on is 
high-quality protein and that is a boon for American 
agriculture and a boon for the dairy industry. We will 
participate in some of that.”
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