
Sustainability has become a 
critical strategic tool that is fueling 
innovation and profitability in the 
energy-intensive food and 
beverage industry.    

That was the message delivered to more than 60 
people at the fifth annual Food & Beverage Executive 
Forum held in Milwaukee by Grant Thornton LLP. 
Serving Wisconsin companies for more than 85 
years, Grant Thornton is one of the world’s leading 
independent audit, tax and advisory firms.

“Rarely has a movement taken hold so quickly as 
sustainability,” said Jeff Bradford, incoming managing 
partner of Grant Thornton’s offices in Wisconsin. “In 
just a few years, it has evolved from a simple ‘right 
thing to do’ into what is now a strategic must-have 
for companies.” 

Sustainability is an especially important issue 
for the food and beverage industry, which is 
very dependent on energy and natural resources. 
Bradford cited a recent Grant Thornton survey1 of 
food and beverage manufacturers in which 47% 
of respondents rated sustainability as “extremely 
important,” while seven out of 10 companies 
consider it key to their long-term growth. 

“Companies are embracing sustainability to become 
more efficient, to drive return on investment and 
because it can be a product differentiator,” 
Bradford said.

Success through sustainability
Wisconsin food and beverage manufacturers leverage 
initiatives to reduce waste and improve profitability   

47%
rate sustainability as 

extremely 
important

1  Grant Thornton’s 2014 survey, The State of Sustainability at Food and Beverage Companies, gauged attitudes toward sustainability from 189 respondents at 
U.S. food retail, food and beverage distribution, and consumer product goods companies.
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A rapidly growing movement
Kim Marotta, director of sustainability at MillerCoors 
LLC, has watched the movement evolve. “When 
I came on board in 2004, sustainability was just a 
little bit on the horizon, mainly something that was 
discussed in the community affairs and corporate 
social responsibility areas,” she says. “Since then, it 
has become central to what we do and an important 
tool for attracting talent. We’ve discovered that 
what is good for the community and good for the 
environment can be good for business.”

Marotta was one of five corporate leaders who 
participated in a panel discussion on sustainability 
issues that was moderated by Joe Toonen, a partner 
in audit services and leader for Grant Thornton’s 
Wisconsin food and beverage industry segment. 
Another panelist was Luke Burmeister, CFO of 
Didion Milling Inc., a family-owned agricultural 
processing business located in Cambria, Wis.   

Burmeister noted that sustainability isn’t a new 
concept, but something companies are embracing 
once again because they see the value to their bottom 
line, the environment and the community. 

“The real masters of sustainability were the people 
who lived through the Great Depression,” Burmeister 
explained. “They did not call it sustainability, 
however. They called it maximizing their resources. 
And that is how we see what we do. We are 
continually looking for new ways to maximize a 
kernel of corn.”

Initiatives vary by company
Companies approach sustainability in a variety of 
ways. At Marcus Hotels & Resorts, for example, 
sustainability initiatives are coordinated at the brand 
level. “Each hotel brand has its own sustainability 
program and it is very important to them,” said 
panelist Peggy Williams-Smith, corporate vice 
president of food and beverage for Milwaukee-based 
Marcus Hotels & Resorts, which operates 19 hotels 
and 45 restaurants nationwide. 

At The Fresh Group Ltd., the parent corporation 
of Milwaukee-based Maglio & Company, 
sustainability initiatives focus on both production 
issues related to growing and distributing produce 
and social accountability.

“Being an entrepreneurial provider and a solutions 
company, part of our challenge is finding trends and 
vetting them for our customers,” said panelist Sam 
Maglio Jr., The Fresh Group’s CEO. “Oftentimes this 
involves suppliers in foreign lands, such as Mexico. 
We look at both farming sustainability and social 
accountability. We want to make sure our suppliers are 
treating employees the way we would want them to.”

Water is the primary sustainability issue for 
MillerCoors. Three of its eight major U.S. breweries 
are located in water-scarce or water-stressed regions in 
California, Texas and Colorado. 

“We are very focused on water because it is a major 
ingredient in our products,” Marotta said. “It 
dominates everything we do.”

Companies approach 
sustainability in a 
variety of ways.
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But the brewer’s sustainability efforts are much more 
comprehensive. It also is committed to reducing 
carbon emissions from operations, trucking and 
packaging by 25% and dramatically reducing the 
waste it sends to landfills. “Seven of our eight major 
breweries currently send no waste to landfill and by 
2020 every one of our major manufacturing facilities 
will be zero waste to landfill,” Marotta said. 

Masters Gallery Foods, a Plymouth-based, private-
label cheese packaging and distribution business, has 
also dramatically reduced its waste stream. “We went 
from sending two dumpsters per day to the landfill 
to one dumpster every two and one-half weeks,” 
said panelist Jeff Giffin, the company’s president and 
CEO. He said the company’s sustainability program 
has evolved considerably since it began.

“Initially we were focused on costs: Let’s not pay so 
much money to have everything hauled away,” he 
said. “Now our culture has become one of the biggest 
drivers for change. The people on our green team are 
very passionate.”  

Giffin noted that Masters Gallery Foods recently 
doubled the size of its production facility and added 
new production lines, but is using virtually the same 
amount of energy as it did before the expansion. One 
reason: The company is capturing the heat generated 
by its compressors and using it for other purposes.  

Sustainability challenges
Although sustainability may be the right thing to do, 
it is not always easy. “Perhaps the biggest challenge 
is finding ways to measure your progress and bring 
that to the bottom line,” said Williams-Smith. “When 
capital dollars are scarce it can be difficult to invest in 
initiatives where you may not see ROI for a long time.” 

Nor are sustainability choices always obvious. 
“When you start looking at where food grows, you 
are looking for the most sustainable spot, where the 
seed wants to grow,” Maglio explained. “It may cost 
you 10 or 12 cents per pound to transport food from 
California, but that still may be 15 cents less expensive 
than what you can produce it for here. So it becomes 
a personal choice. Do you want to grow local? Or do 
you want lower costs? As a solution provider, we lay 
out all of the options for our customers so they can 
make a decision.”

Creating a sustainability culture
“We focus heavily on engaging and empowering 
the team, because you become successful when the 
whole team is moving in the same direction,” said 
Burmeister. Didion Milling’s field-to-market program 
works with producers, customers and employees. 

“We work with farmers to show them how to be 
good stewards of the land, to conserve soil and reduce 
water consumption, which will also help them become 
more profitable,” Burmeister said. The company also 
sponsors Earth Day events and recycling initiatives, 
and offers preferred parking for employees that drive 
flex-fuel vehicles or carpool.

“Do you want 
to grow local? 
Or do you want 
lower costs?”

“As a solution 
provider, we lay out 
all of the options for 

our customers so 
they can make  

a decision.”
— Sam Maglio Jr.  

CEO, The Fresh 
Group Ltd.
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Maglio believes the key to successful sustainability is 
having a team that is willing to embrace something 
new. He recalled an initiative his company launched 
to kill bacteria.  

“It became a technological adventure in using 
ozone,” he said. “Instead of putting chemicals in the 
water to kill stuff, we started injecting ozone, which 
turns back into oxygen. That allows us to send clean 
water, instead of chemical-laden water, down the 
drain. We then discovered that the ozone allowed 
us to get our kill rates using a lot less water, so we 
converted to a fog application, which really dropped 
our water consumption.” 

Sustainability issues are always  
learning experiences
“When we started working on our water initiative, 
we initially went about it wrong,” Marotta explained. 
“We were using 4.1 barrels of water to produce one 
barrel of beer and wanted to get to 3.5. We invested 
80% of our initiative funding in technology and 
equipment and 20% in people, but we did not move 
the numbers much. So we invested even more in 
technology and still there was little movement. Then, 
in 2011, we took a team to South America to look at 
a brewery that had significantly reduced their water 
consumption. Their solution wasn’t rocket science. 
They had invested in people, not technology.”  

Marotta’s team came back to MillerCoors and set 
up a water war room. They also implemented short-
interval control, which meant that people on the line 
had authority to make changes right away. “Suddenly 
we had 800 eyes looking at the problem and the 
results were dramatic,” she said. “Between 2011 and 
2014, the amount of water we have saved is equivalent 
to the annual water needs of Belgium.”

Creating and leveraging partnerships
Maglio’s company is beginning to work with 
competitors to improve sustainability. “If I cannot 
get peas to every customer around the nation, why 
shouldn’t I put some trust in my competitors?” 
Maglio asked. “Why duplicate bricks and mortar to 
replicate what they already have?” He conceded the 
concept is not always an easy sell, but once he shows 
the competitor that he is honest and sincere, it works 
out well. 

Leveraging partnerships to achieve sustainability 
goals is critical, said Dan Rathbun, food and beverage 
industry business development manager for SEH Inc., a 
professional services firm that offers engineering, project 
management, funding and regulatory assistance to help 
companies manage sustainability throughout their 
entire supply chain. SEH is based in St. Paul, Minn., 
and has Wisconsin offices in Appleton, Chippewa 
Falls, Delafield, La Crosse, Madison, Milwaukee, New 
Richmond, Rice Lake and Sheboygan. 

“Rely on partners and partnerships to up your game 
in sustainability, and keep close track of your entire 
supply stream, both upstream and downstream,” 
advised Rathbun, who was a keynote speaker at  
the event.

He noted that when a juice manufacturer examined 
its environmental impact, it discovered that 60% of its 
carbon footprint came from outside of its operations. 
Most of it was generated from growing cranberries 
and transportation. 

“That shows the importance of looking outside your 
company and at your whole supply chain,” he said. 
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Rathbun said another example is fast food. “More 
than half of the meals purchased at fast food 
restaurants are eaten somewhere else,” he said. “So 
even though they have a great recycling program 
inside their stores, they still have to think about the 
waste stream for the people who take food out or go 
through the drive-up.”

Rathbun also noted that the new Clean Power 
Plan currently being developed by the federal 
Environmental Protection Agency will increase 
paperwork for companies. “The regulations, which 
are designed to reduce high carbon-emitting power 
sources, will require companies to spend time 
reporting where you are getting your energy from  
and how much carbon you are emitting through  
your demand.” 

Sustainability assistance
Rathbun said several organizations can help with 
sustainability initiatives, including the Wisconsin 
Sustainable Business Council, The Sustainability 
Consortium®, Green Tier and Envision, a project  
of the Institute for Sustainable Infrastructure.
Another important resource is FaB Wisconsin, a 
statewide 145-member cluster consortium supporting  
the food and beverage industry. 

“The FaB Wisconsin industry cluster covers the food 
and beverage industry from farm to factory to fork,” 
says Shelley Jurewicz, FaB executive director. She 
updated the event’s attendees on the group’s progress 
in attaining its core objectives, which include building 
business capacity, creating an innovative ecosystem 
for the food and beverage industry, and developing a 
talent pipeline.

In the past year, FaB Wisconsin developed a Food 
Maker School and Center of Excellence in cooperation 
with the Milwaukee Area Technical College  and 
recently received a $115,000 grant from the Wisconsin 
Economic Development Corp. to mentor 10 small 
businesses ready to increase production and expand 
sales in food and beverage markets.

“Our hope is to really connect industry in a way that 
makes it easier for you to do business, find talent and 
stay innovative and relevant,” Jurewicz said. 

Schram said incentives are typically used to 
promote three different goals:

Investments in renewable energy, including wind, 
solar and geothermal

Investments to protect the environment, including 
waste reduction, byproduct capture and re-use, 
and minimizing packaging 

Investments in energy efficiency that show a 
measurable reduction in fossil fuels 

Financial assistance
There are tax credits and financial incentives that can 
help make sustainability issues viable, explained Tim 
Schram, managing director, credits and incentives 
services, and food and beverage industry leader for 
Grant Thornton, who was also a keynote speaker.

“We work with a lot of food and beverage companies 
on green credits and incentives,” Schram said.  “Our 
client base ranges from high-growth entrepreneurial 
businesses to large multinational organizations. Their 
common denominators are that they are dynamic, 
seeking growth and almost always in a constant state 
of change.”

“There is a variety of incentives out there, including 
tax credits, sales tax exemptions, property tax 
exemptions and cash grants,” Schram said. “The key 
is to layer green incentives with traditional economic 
development initiatives to make projects viable.”

He also explained that it is important to pursue green 
incentives as early in the planning process as possible. 
“Many of these programs are time-sensitive so you need 
to go through the application and negotiation processes 
well before you pull a permit or break ground.”
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Other challenges 
Sustainability is one of many challenges the panelists’ 
companies face. 

“In every market, we are seeing an incredible increase 
in hotel supply,” says Williams-Smith. “It becomes 
increasingly difficult to become competitive as more 
hotels are built and that impacts your bottom line.”

For MillerCoors, adapting to changing consumer 
preferences is a significant challenge. “When I was 
younger, 80% of the people my age drank beer and 
very few were drinking wine or spirits,” Marotta 
said. “Now it is more like 50-50. Our challenge is 
finding ways to offer products attractive to legal-age 
millennials and Hispanics.” 

For Maglio, the challenge is extending the shelf-life 
of its perishable products and shortening the supply 
chain. “We want our products to last longer on the 
shelves and we want to grow them closer to those 
shelves so we can get them through the supply chain a 
little quicker,” Maglio said. “To that end, research and 
development is important, as is the expansion of 
urban agriculture.”

Labor is the primary challenge for Masters Gallery 
Food. “Finding middle-tier employees with the skill 
sets we need has been tough for us,” Giffin said. “We 
need to get people to once again look at the trades as a 
viable, long-term career path. We also have a challenge 
in that younger people don’t want to work in smaller 
cities like Plymouth. That changes when they reach 
their late 30s or 40s, but it is something we have to 
address in younger people.” 

Giffin said another challenge is capital. “We have 
doubled the size of our plant three times and that 
takes capital,” he said. “And once you have expanded, 
you have additional floor space that you have to fill 
up and that takes capital. But this is probably still an 
easier challenge than finding qualified people.” 

Burmeister said his company’s biggest challenge 
is keeping up with demand. “Our domestic food 
business has grown tremendously over the last couple 
of years and is growing even faster now. We have to 
make sure we have the capacity and make sure the 
product is delivered on spec every time and on time.”

Like Giffin, Burmeister said that finding skilled labor 
is a pressing challenge. “I never thought I would see 
the day where you could hire an accountant for less 
money than a welder,” he said. “Our facilities are 
highly automated and our employees need specific 
skill sets.”

Attracting and retaining millennials is also a challenge, 
because they aren’t as willing as other generations to 
put work above everything else.

“Our plants run 24 hours per day and not everyone 
can work first shift, so it can be difficult to promote 
work-life balance,” said Giffin.

Williams-Smith agreed. “We are looking at 
revolutionizing what we can do to attract young people.”

Williams-Smith said it is worth the effort. “People are 
our most important asset and that is where we will 
make our biggest investment over the next few years,” 
she said. “People can put their head on any bed, 
anywhere. It is people who make the difference.”  

Contact
Joe Toonen
Partner, Audit Services
Practice Leader, Consumer 
and Industrial Products
T +1 920 968 6720
E Joe.toonen@us.gt.com
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