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We take pride in choosing the right ingredients that go into serving our clients, 
just like you take great care in choosing the right ingredients for your product.

From Food Manufacturing to Agribusiness to AgTech, when it comes to a 
quality product, we can help you calculate your business’s secret sauce. 
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We understand what goes into the secret sauce.
Food & Beverage Innovators
Their Secrets to Manufacturing Success



Q: Why do you manufacture in the  
Bay Area?

Gary Guittard:� We need to be close to our 
customers. The Sierras are a big barrier to us 
servicing our customers – many of our clients 
buy chocolate in liquid tanks, so we have to 
be able to service them at a moment’s notice. 
When I was a kid, we had Hill Brothers, MJB, 
Folgers, and our company all South of Market 
within probably five or six blocks of where we 
are today, and they are no longer here. They 
were all originally here because we were in 
the Bay and could receive goods in our port. 

We stay here because it is important to service 
our customers.

Shaun O’Sullivan:� It is integral that we are 
in this area. Making beer in San Francisco, in 
the epicenter of craft beer, is vital for us. Sure 
it would be cheaper for us to build a facility 
in the Central Valley, but we would not see 
the kind of people we have coming to our San 
Leandro facility or our pub in San Francisco.

Tim Fallon:� We trade on the foodie nature of 
San Francisco and think of that as part of our 
branding. The type of business we are in is 

very capital intensive and the assets have been 
here for a long time. If we were to do it again, 
we would move somewhere closer to the 
supply, which would be the Midwest. But this 
is where we are we try to do the best we can.

Reem Rahim Hassani:� Northern California 
is the hub of innovation. I think that being 
by the port is beneficial and because of our 
co-packing, this is the best place for us. In 
general, starting here versus somewhere like 
the Midwest, the receptivity to our products, 
and our values has been better than we could 
have ever expected. Read the complete transcript at www.ssfllp.com
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Introduction by Karen Burns:� Good morning, everybody. Sensiba does 
have a strong focus in the area of manufacturing, particularly in food and 
beverage. So, it really was our delight to be able to sponsor today’s event. 

Over the years I’ve learned a bit about why manufacturers like the Bay 
Area, their challenges here and the benefits for why they stay. Clearly 
it is about innovation, and I am not going to steal the thunder of our 
panelists later today, but being in the heart of Silicon Valley clearly just 
means innovation. It is sort of defined by innovation. Being able to have 
your R&D really close to where you do your manufacturing is critically 
important. Also, San Francisco is known as a food mecca around the 
world. When you put manufacturing together with food, it just speaks of 
the San Francisco Bay Area.

Some of the key things that my manufacturing clients and the constituents 
that I work with are facing is how to find talent. How do we supplement 
that middle management? There are a significant number of resources that 
are working on that issue right now. {See 8 resources on next page}

In terms of the future of manufacturing in general and the future of food 
and beverage, we are now in a digital age. IT is a necessity. It is not a 
luxury. Automation and robotics are discussed a lot here. Some people 
are concerned that it means losing jobs, but we find you have to hire more 
people because of growth and efficiency. It is key component in the circle 
of growth. 

As Mary mentioned, I am a CPA. On the accounting side, hopefully most 
of you know that effective July 1, there’s a new statewide incentive that 
allows you to not have to pay the State portion of sales tax up to $200 
million of equipment that you put into place. It’s a great time, actually, to 
invest in capital equipment because you’ll see a little over 4 percent right 
now when you put that into service.

Without further adieu, I am going to pass this back over to Mary because 
you guys are here to listen to the panel, not me, but I appreciate your time 
and thank you so much.

Resources for talent
 1 East Bay Manufacturing 

Group / SFMade

 2 Manufacturing Extension 
Partnerships (MEPs) - Manex

 3 Design it - Build it - Ship it

 4 Economic Development Agencies

 5 Workforce Development 
Agencies / WIBs

 6 Employment Training Panel (ETP)

 7 Community Colleges

 8 National Labs

8

Q:  How big of a role is 
brand building?

Shaun O’Sullivan:� When we started 
packaging our beers in cans, which nobody 
was really doing then, the conversation was 
more about the can then they liquid inside. 
It provided an opportunity because our beer 
comes in a box and that allows us to illustrate 
and tell our story in the 360 degrees around 
the product. It really helps us stand out when 
you are on the shelf competing with other 
craft brewers. 

Gary Guittard:� People want to know about 
food, about where it came from and the people 
that produce it. We want to tell that story as 
well as do something different to stand out 
from the crowd of everyone else – people still 
have a difficult time distinguishing if we are 
the same as another San Francisco chocolate 
company: Ghirardelli.

Reem Rahim Hassani:� People approach me 
saying what a great company we are and I 
have to attribute that to the brand values we 
exude. From the care that we put into every 
cup, to the packaging and the supply chain 
we have. All of these elements mirror our 
values. We also really grew first through 
word of mouth.

Q:  How are you looking at 
growth and innovation 
in your company?

Shaun O’Sullivan:� There is a saying in the 
beer business that if you are not growing, 
you’re dying. Craft beer is huge right now and 
the international market is largely untapped. 
Japan and Europe are going to be awesome 
opportunities for us. It is important to 
remember that America sells across the globe.

Reem Rahim Hassani:� We tend to innovate 
all the time, too fast for my pace sometimes. 
But that gets us more shelf space and brand 
recognition. We launched flower teas, 
fermented teas, savory teas and are about  
to launch chocolate and turmeric teas 
too. New products are one of our primary 
pipelines of growth.

Tim Fallon:� We are focused on innovation, 
but in the meat business it can be tougher.  
We are taking out nitrates, antibiotics and 
binders – things that have been in meat 
products for centuries – and reformulating.  
It has been a difficult process, but that is 
where we need to innovate.

Q: Does the Bay Area have  
the talent pool you need?

Gary Guittard:� Hiring personnel is always a 
challenge. Finding people with people skills 
on a supervisor level is really hard. We also 
work with major, sophisticated equipment 
so there is also a big challenge is getting 
maintenance staff that can work on that level.

Shaun O’Sullivan:� We are going through 
an expansion and hiring a lot of engineers 
and even brewers but there is a lot of science 
involved – there is no just pushing of a button. 
So hiring keeps us up at night.

Tim Fallon:� We need access to more mid-level 
supervision and those that can handle the 
equipment we have. We have Maserati equipment 
in our plant and the workforce has to be able to 
get under the hood and not wreck it. There is not 
a plentiful supply of this talent and we end up 
stealing them from each other, basically.

Q:  How important is social media?

Reem Rahim Hassani:� We have a social 
media PR coordinator and that is all she does. 
We also work with bloggers – blogging is a big 
thing. I think it is about constant engagement. 
It is about always monitoring what’s going 
on and the dialogue around your brand. 
Our social media coordinator also keeps a 
calendar of all the activities and themes we 
share around each month. We also do a lot of 
sampling that helped us increase or Facebook 
following by 5,000 people overnight. There 
are a lot of different mini-tactics you can try 
out and see what works.

Shaun O’Sullivan:� I think it is vital. When we 
started, I was the guy that tweeted all the time. 
It is exhausting, absolutely exhausting. So we 
recently hired a PR firm and I will look at the 
feed and say, “Thank God this person is doing 
it.” We run different campaigns around people 
sharing selfies and that sort of thing. You have 
to maintain the conversation. We are also 
excited about being in AT&T Ballpark and the 
interactions that will spur.

Q: In growing your company,  
how difficult is it to 
access capital, or take 
on equity investors?

Tim Fallon:� Our company was started by five 
Italian families and at some point in time they 
aren’t going to agree on a lot of things so they 
brought on private equity in 2006 as they sold 
79 percent of the business. We sold more of 
the company into private equity again in 2012, 

two years after I came on as CEO. When you 
compare our business to those that are still 
family run, the big difference is in the amount 
of leverage we can work with – it all boils 
down to the numbers.

Reem Rahim Hassani:� I think finding the 
capital isn’t so difficult. Our preference 
is loans so that you don’t give up equity 
shares in your company. Prior to that it was 
investment capital, which is not that difficult 
to come by in the growth sector of the food 
economy. It is just a matter of finding the right 
partner, making sure they are aligned with 
your company values and how you want to 
grow the business.

Q:  What might we see from your 
company in the near future?

Gary Guittard:� We are on the quest to make 
a superior milk chocolate. There has been 
incremental degradation in the industry for 40 
years and I want to recapture that flavor in a 
good milk chocolate.

Shaun O’Sullivan:� New packaging. The variety 
packs for our beers, those are important to me. 
I also have a million recipes and collaborations 
I want to get to, so expect collaborative efforts 
from 21st Amendment as time rolls on.

Tim Fallon:� We are starting to expand the 
Columbus trademark to other food markets  
but with meat still being the main component. 
We are going to launch an all-natural take-and-
bake pizza.

Reem Rahim Hassani:� We toy with ideas 
outside the category but still with tea.  
So tea beer, tea chocolate, tea ice cream. ■

On July 10, 2014, the San Francisco Business Times held a forum to discuss 
the sustaining strength and continuing innovation in food and beverage 

manufacturing in the Bay Area with a group of executives from local F&B businesses. 
The conversation was hosted by the accounting firm Sensiba San Filippo LLP and 
moderated by San Francisco Business Times publisher Mary Huss.
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