Sales strong at Faribault Foods


New warehouse addition to accommodate production increases 

Faribault Foods has expanded its Northern Industrial Park warehouse, the company’s main shipping and distribution center.

The 55,500 square foot addition gives the canned food producer more than 142,000 square feet of warehouse space and five additional loading docks at its Industrial Park facility. Further, the company has begun to improve its three packaging lines in the warehouse and plans to add a fourth line in the coming months. 

Vice President of Operations Mike Cureton said that growth in sales had strained Faribault Foods’ storage, shipping and labeling functions in the past few years and the addition should alleviate the pressure.

 “As sales have increased, our personnel have had to work very hard to keep up,” said Cureton. “It was time to expand.”

The company has also begun an office expansion in Faribault to house employees necessary to support its growth. The two-story addition to the east side of the Faribault Foods’ complex on northwest Fifteenth Street will make room for 18 additional people.

The company began using the warehouse in October; it will move into the new office space in May. Met-Con Companies, a local contractor, oversaw the work on both projects.

According to its executives, Faribault Foods’ growth is a result of an ongoing effort to reposition the company, which began producing vegetables in 1895, as an all-around supplier to its customers. 

Its strategy is to provide a wide assortment of products in addition to canned vegetables—pastas, soups, chicken and prepared bean products—and to ship them together so that Faribault Foods becomes the supplier of choice for its customers.  

“Our heritage is producing vegetables,” said Cureton, “It’s where we began and vegetables will always be an important part of our business. But we have also expanded into other areas. We’ve made ourselves a more total canned food company.”

The pilgrimage into categories other than vegetables began in the 1980s when the company added dried bean products such as canned kidney and pinto beans to their portfolio. 

In the 1990s, it continued to expand its product base growing a pasta business with canned items like spaghetti rings. It also added products to existing lines. Most recently Faribault Foods has begun adding soups and other meat-related Chili con carnes and stews to its products.

“Over the last ten years, our sales have grown on average 10 percent a year,” said Mike Peroutka, executive vice president of sales and marketing. “And as other companies across the country have had difficult times this past year, we were able to expand.”

In the company’s fiscal year 2002, which ends March 31, sales rose by 15 percent, he said. 

“That puts us in the top 100 private companies in the state of Minnesota,” President and CEO Reid MacDonald told employees at the company’s quarterly management meeting last week.  “And it puts us on track to achieve the sales goals we set in our five-year plan.”

In part, he credited “cocooning” and consumer spending on items for at-home meal preparation for the sales increase last year.

But there are other reasons for the growth, he said. They include rebounding sales volume and prices in the canned vegetable market, and increased sales of the company’s private label pasta products. Its major increase—a little over 75 percent—came from expanded dry bean business spurred by the August 2001 acquisition of the Sun Vista brand of bean products from Signature Fruit Company, a Modesto, Calif., food manufacturer.

MacDonald and other company officials say they expect the growth trend to continue for the company. This past year Faribault Foods began to produce canned chicken products such as broth, chicken and dumplings and premium chunk chicken. In fiscal 2003, it expects to enter the refried bean business.
In addition, the company continues to add products to its existing lines. During fiscal 2002, for example, it added ravioli bites with pizza sauce to its pasta selections and baked beans to its dry bean business. 

All in all, the repositioning strategy has worked, the company spokespersons say. 

“In 1982, we had three manufacturing plants producing 4 million cases. Today we still have the same three manufacturing plants but they will produce over 16 million cases, a four-fold increase,” said Jim Nelson, executive vice president of research and engineering.

“The company has become big enough to attain efficiencies in our production and shipping,” says Peroutka. “Yet we’re small enough to remain flexible in handling our customers’ needs so that we service them well.” 

 Faribault Foods markets its products under multiple regional brands, such as Butter Kernel, Pasta Select, Mrs. Grimes, Pride of Illinois, Finest and Kuner’s. It also provides products for other retailer private labels.

Contracts to produce foods for major labels such as Green Giant, Progresso and Wolfgang Puck are also a key part of the company’s growth strategy.

Besides its Faribault facility, the company has plants in Cokato and Mondovi, Wisconsin. It has distribution facilities in Grimes, Iowa, and Brighton, Colo. It also distributes products through public warehouses across the country. 

Faribault Foods has nearly 350 employees company wide, and whereas 
it employed 100 people in Faribault 10 years ago, approximately 210 work 
there today.
To maintain its growth, Faribault Foods has increased productivity on 
all its lines. 

It also recently made a number of capital investments in addition to its warehouse and office expansion. To produce chicken products, for example, it installed a new line. Work started late last summer on the line, which began operation in January. In September, the company began building a line to produce refried beans. To be completed in two phases, the line will begin operation by the end of May.

Currently the company is in the middle of making a major productivity modification to one of its packaging lines by installing faster automated equipment. The line features a robotic arm depalletizer and should be complete by May.


“We are continuing our growth,” said Nelson, “and to keep up, the company has to invest in itself. Some companies grow by acquiring other companies. We have had most success by growing internally; by developing our own production plants and our own people.” 

###

Cutline:

Faribault Foods added 55,500 square feet to this warehouse, the company’s main shipping and distribution center located in Northern Industrial Park. It sports the company's new logo, recently updated to more accurately reflect the growing company and its expanded product line.
