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On September 9, 2015, the San Francisco Business Times sat down to talk about the future 
of manufacturing in the Bay Area with a group of CEO’s of locally based manufacturing 

companies and expert advisors. The conversation was hosted by accounting firm Sensiba San 
Filippo LLP, and moderated by San Francisco Business Times reporter Annie Sciacca.

Introduction by Karen Burns:  Re-shoring; near-sourcing; 
advanced manufacturing. These are terms that have 
been coined as recently as 2010. They define the 
rebirth of manufacturing here in America. “Make it 
in America” became a battle cry of sorts in 2010 with 
the plummeting economy. To a large extent, we were 
no different here in the Bay Area. So how have we 
responded to that cry? Today we are going to hear 
from manufacturing company executives about their 
struggles and their triumphs, and in particular, the areas 
that have become essential to the way they operate.

Anybody remember that I Love Lucy episode where 
they have the chocolate factory with the line and Lucy 
tries to keep up by stuffing her mouth full of chocolate?

We need to overcome this image of manufacturing 
where workers stand in line in a factory rather than 
the things that are happening today with the advanced 
manufacturing. Dangerous, dirty, unhealthy— it’s a 
stereo type that’s very important to overcome for a 
number of reasons. A primary reason is the shortage of 
skilled workers.

We’ve seen this shortage across many sectors, but 
manufacturing is particularly hard hit with being here in 
Silicon Valley with the attraction to be working for the 
next company that’s doing gaming and apps and going 
to go public. Our youth don’t realize that there is a very 
promising future to have a career in manufacturing.

Recently, there was a study that was conducted in 
Alameda County and I’d like to share a few of those 
statistics with you. The average compensation for 
somebody who is in a manufacturing career is $80,000. 
Surprising? Many people think it’s a lot lower than 
that. In fact, compared to all other sectors combined, 
the average is $64,000. So where is this manufacturing 
happening? About 30 percent of those jobs are actually 
in Fremont. Another 30 percent would be Hayward 
and Oakland combined, and the rest are throughout 
Alameda County. The particular areas of manufacturing 
that happen to be very significant and growing within 
Alameda County are food and beverage, machining, bio 
med and life sciences as well as digital and electronic 
manufacturing.

The East Bay Manufacturing Group gets manufacturers 
together to learn a little bit more about each other, and 
to collaborate on issues that we’re collectively facing 
in the sector. The East Bay Advanced Manufacturing 
Partnership is doing very similar work, gathering 
manufacturing executives together to strive to make a 
difference, to make it easier to actually manufacture 
here in the East Bay.  On Friday, September 18th, there 
will be the first ever East Bay Manufacturing Summit in 
San Leandro.

If “Make it in America” was the battle cry about five 
years ago, I would suggest that today the battle cry is to 

“Connect with Our Future.” If you are a manufacturer, 
that means bridging with local community colleges 
and high schools to facilitate getting our youth into 
the future of manufacturing, opening your doors 
to the youth for tours, and collaborating with each 
other to further innovation that’s going on in the Bay 
Area.  If you are a manufacturing partner, a term that 
we are coining for anybody that doesn’t do the actual 
manufacturing but is really part of this community, 
then I encourage you to guide your clients, open 
your networks to help them be more successful by 
connecting them.

Q:  Why do you choose to manufacture in the Bay Area? 
What are some benefits and challenges?

Tony Meneghetti:  For us, the economics make no sense in 
the Bay Area. But what we’ve done and the reason we’ve 
been successful and stayed, is that we sell it hard. We sell it. 
We are from San Francisco and we manufacture here. We 
sell that culture, the attitude, the panache of being a San 
Francisco company.

Pamela Wisecarver-Kan:  I took over a second-
generation building and when we already have 80,000 
square feet. We have a lot of land, but originally I saw 
it as a negative — we are competing against companies 
that for the most part are located in the Midwest and 
the East Coast. And we are really sort of the only 
automation provider out here on the West Coast. But 
with the way the world has become so flat and so global 

and with the opening up of the Asian markets, I now see 
us very well positioned.

Rich Stump:  We are a technology-driven company, so 
obviously there’s no better place to be in the world than 
Silicon Valley, being around some of the smartest and 
brightest and some of the advanced technologies being  
developed every single day. The biggest challenge, 
though, is recruitment of people, trying to find people 
with this expertise.

Michael Mendes:  The challenges are how you compete 
with space because there are so many shiny objects in 
the Bay Area. How do you retain the workforce? I’d say 
for about 90 to 95 percent of our business we buy U.S.-
based products. And of that probably 30 to 40 percent is 
Bay Area-based. With our next generation of products, 
we are hoping to get that to 75 percent. I can reduce 
my footprint by just having things delivered daily — a 
smaller footprint, less trash, and just be a better steward 
of the environment as well as make money for people.

Q:  Tell us a little bit about how you all innovate or 
encourage innovation.

Michael Mendes:  We allow for failure. You never see 
anybody fired for making a mistake. Fail often, fail 
early. We value that. Twenty years ago, a manufacturing 
person was on the floor manufacturing and that was it. 
He was trained and did his job. Eight hours later, he left. 
Today we actually encourage our people to help support 
us through other methods. They are helping by training 
other individuals, training partners, or cross-training.

Tony Meneghetti:  We are always going to be more 
expensive. So we try to turn a local manufacturing 
operation into a strength for a few reasons. One is 
speed of delivery. When we make bags in Asia, it’s six 
weeks to get them here. Here, we will get that order 
this morning in our factory in San Francisco. We’ll 
sew it today and those bags will be on a plane tonight 
to Tokyo and Singapore. So they’ll have the bag in 48 
hours and it’s made right here in San Francisco.

We are now working on products that won’t get 
delivered until the end of 2016 and in some cases 

2017. And so we are making bets on styles and colors 
and fashions that are a year out and we hope we are 
right. So if we manufacture in San Francisco in smaller 
lots, we can test fabrics. We can test styles. We can get 
feedback right away what’s working, what’s not.

Michael Mendes:  As a smaller food company, it’s 
critical that we are perceived as the innovator in our set 
because we don’t have the scale of cost efficiency to 
be more modernized products. When I first joined the 
company, I was told you couldn’t do organics in the 
same factory as non-organics. And my ignorance was 
my greatest strike. I finally asked a lot of questions and 
someone told me no, that’s absolutely not true and we 
designed a line of organic products.

Pamela Wisecarver-Kan:  We like to look at technology 
sort of as a weapon — how can we leverage technology 
to do things in our marketplace that keeps us at least 
two years ahead of our competition? How do I start 
embedding sensors into my product so I can tell by the 
speed or the heat of our bearing in a system that it’s 
going to start to fail? It’s not hard to put a camera on 
every machine and let customers see their part being 
made. And that’s kind of cool. It’s interactive. It’s great 
for the customer. So we are looking at innovation more 
than just the products.

Q:  What is the biggest change or development you 
expect from your company in the next few years?

Rich Stump:  I’m excited about the changes in 
manufacturing. One of the biggest benefits of 
manufacturing is the freedom of design. You can design 
something that you can never manufacture traditionally. 
So we can solve problems that we couldn’t solve before 
and focus on high-value applications.

Mike Phillips:  We’ve focused quite a bit on our what we 
call the antigravity treadmill. We also have something 
called a bionic leg. All of these are really focused 
on mobility for individuals. And we have seen quite 
a growth with that. We are evolving from what we 
consider very small company to a midsized company, 
and with that come quite a few changes. We have to 
anticipate a 10- to 20-year life cycle and be sure that we 
have a business model for that.

Tony Meneghetti:  In the past 18 months, we’ve opened up 
10 new regional stores around the world and so that’s a 
big focus of ours. We’re going forward with a women’s 
line of bags that sell for three for $400. So it’s a whole 
different level of pretty far from that bike messenger 
driving around San Francisco potholes.

Pamela Wisecarver-Kan:  I’m really looking toward 
sensors. I’m a data geek. On the talent side, I have 
employees that have been with me 10, 15, 20-plus 
years, I think that’s really starting to go away. I think 
more and more people are going to see themselves as 
solopreneurs. How does that shake up things when 
you basically don’t have that same stability of your 
employee base?

Q:  Has it been a challenge to find space as you grow?

Tony Meneghetti:  The real estate issue is our No. 1 
problem in actually for the last three times we’ve been 
looking for space. Fortunately, the city kind of gets this 
and is working really aggressively to make it easier for 
people like us, manufacturing companies, to find and 
acquire space.

Michael Mendes:  We put our manufacturing and supply 
chain team in [Solano County] and then we located an 

administrative sales and marketing innovation center in 
San Francisco. San Francisco is a big part of the brand 
definition of our company.

Rich Stump:  For us, the biggest thing is we are growing 
so quickly. We signed a five-year lease. We think we’ll 
be there for three to five years and we are there for 
six months and we need a new space. We are based in 
Oakland, which is great. It’s been affordable and we are 
able to attract the talent.

Q:  The old model of manufacturing included 
manufacturers owning real estate, plants and equipment. 
It doesn’t seem like a lot of you do. Do you plan to return 
to that older model?

Rich Stump:  Technology is developing so quickly that 
we are uncertain what the next three to five years will 
look like. I don’t want to be a landlord and investor 
in real estate. I want to run my business and focus on 
growing the business and that’s been our take so far.

Michael Mendes:  I don’t think I want to buy a place 
now because I won’t know what our capacity should 
be, and to put money down on a risk like that and be 
constrained in three years to me doesn’t make sense. 
We just bought a facility and we are investing in that 
facility and our hope is that we are going to scale up 
and really benefit from the capacity that sort of offers us.

Pamela Wisecarver-Kan:  Ironically, with technology, as 
we get more and more efficient, we use less space in 
our building. We used to occupy almost all the 80,000 
square feet. And honestly we could run our business 
now out of just half the building. It’s quite expensive to 
rewire all the machines and everything, but even getting 
more efficient, we might actually do it at some point.

Tony Meneghetti:  We made the decision we were going 
to stay and manufacture in San Francisco and so that 
puts immediate constraint on what we can do. And it 
gets back to priorities and where to invest capital. So 
our focus is on growing the business so we can get 
maybe a second and third shift and get better leverage 
out of the facility.

Q:  Are you hiring? Where do you look for talent and is 
that talent here in the Bay Area?

Rich Stump:  We are hiring. The hardest part is finding 
the people with experience and the drive and passion to 
be a part of the business. We made a decision to bring 
recruitment in-house and for a small business that can 
be a challenge.

Pamela Wisecarver-Kan:  We are hiring for sure. It’s 
really tough. Manufacturing is about brains, not brawn 
now. A lot of people don’t get that. We actually need 
mechatronic engineers because it’s not enough to 
be a mechanical engineer or an electronics engineer. 
We need them put together because everything is 
automation. We’ve got to put a motor and controller on 
everything we sell. So we need both disciplines. That’s 
really hard to find. Most kids all want to be software 
developers and they are all going to get equity and be 
millionaires in two years and they just really have a 
warped perception about the workplace.

Q:  Are the skill sets or positions that manufacturers are 
hiring today different from 20 years ago?

Michael Mendes:  A lot of the people that I initially hired 
were manufacturing folks who already knew medical 
devices — very sharp, very skilled at what they do. We 
began to backfill with college graduates. It’s turned 

out to be incredibly beneficial for us — pretty much 
all of the younger folks have all graduated into senior 
positions.

Pamela Wisecarver-Kan:  I still have a traditional 
production floor and one manual machinist. That skill 
set and art is pretty much going to die with the next 
generation, which really should frighten people. We 
have a 5-meter bed grinder. It’s second-largest one in 
the U.S. We run a heat treatment line. That’s very much 
a touch-and-a-feel and learned-on-the-job skill set. It’s 
really critical to hire employees that just want to learn 
because I think technology is impacting how we all do 
our businesses so fast. Just because they do the job one 
way today doesn’t mean it’s going to be done the same 
way next year.

Tony Meneghetti:  The machines that we use to sew our 
bags are the same as when we started 26 years ago. 
What has changed, though, is selling the market brand. 
We’ve hired many more tech-oriented people to do 
that. A third of our employees have some sort of tech-
oriented degree and that’s very different than even 10 
years ago.

Q:  What would you like to see done on a city, regional 
or national level to support manufacturing?

Tony Meneghetti:  On a national level, we pay really high 
tariffs for a lot of the materials we import for industries 
that have left the United States a long time ago.

Pamela Wisecarver-Kan:  We are not protected anymore.

Tony Meneghetti:  That is a huge cost add-on to us. For 
example, our bags can sell for $150 for a custom bag. If 
those tariffs weren’t there, we’d make the same profit at 
$125.

Rich Stump:  For us it’s more economic help. So more 
assistance on growth hires, recruiting people. I wish 
there was more to help us in our growth mode. The 
City of Oakland’s been great for us. But we need more 
programs to help us hire more skilled individuals and 
train those individuals and be able to grow.

Michael Mendes:  On the state level, the minimum wage 
level increased to $10 an hour and it’s hard to compete 
when nationally the minimum wage is not increasing at 
all. I think there are downstream issues in that disparity 
between California and the rest of the country. But I’d 
be an advocate for the national wage increase.

Q:  What strategies have you used to command a 
premium or recognition as a California manufacturer vs. 
just competing on price?

Michael Mendes:  I have a plan to grow internationally. 
We are very excited about what California brings for us 
as an asset when working abroad. Perhaps even more 
so than in the U.S. So I do think it’s a big opportunity. 
There are a lot of bankable assets in terms of the quality 
of the talent that you can find in this area. There are also 
a lot of great service providers in terms of industries 
such as advertising and public relations.

Pamela Wisecarver-Kan:  I travel a lot for work 
around the world and I am asked:  “Where are you 
from?” “United States.” “Where in the United States?” 

“California.” There’s a certain aura to it. So there’s 
a reason why we now put “designed in California.” 
There’s an allure to that. It’s really integral in all of our 
branding and we sell it. We’ve been here for 65 years 
and there is definitely a worldwide love affair with our 
state and so use it to your advantage.

Read the complete transcript at www.ssfllp.com
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