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Bongards’ Sees Tremendous Sales 
Growth; Keeps Investing In Future
Chanhassen, MN—Bongards’ 
Creameries is going strong  after 
110 years with triple-digit increases 
in sales  growth and investments of 
over $90 million in plant expan-
sions and efficiencies.

Established in 1908, Bongards’ 
Creameries is a farmer-owned 
dairy cooperative that has recently 
wrapped up expansion of two major 
manufacturing facilities and a new 
headquarters.

“You have to look back at where 
we have been and what we have 
accomplished over the better part 
of our organiza-
tion to under-
stand our recent 
growth,” said 
Evan Carlson, 
director of mar-
keting at Bon-
gards’. 

B o n g a r d s ’ 
started making cheese in the early 
1940’s and by 1949 was recognized 
as one of the largest cheese produc-
tion facilities in the US.

Today, Bongards’ owns three 
production facilities: a natural 
cheese plant in Perham, MN and 
process cheese plants in Bongards, 
MN, and in Humboldt, TN.

The co-op has about 350 
patrons with the average of 150 
head per farm. All of the producers 
are required to participate in the 
FARM (Farmers Assuring Respon-
sible Management) program.

“Our primary function of the 
co-op is to process our members’ 
milk,” said Daryl Larson, CEO and 
president of Bongards’. “We have 
to have the capability to do that 
efficiently.”

Carlson said the goal is to con-
tinually invest in infrastructure 
and  opportunities that support 
growth and profitability.

That is why the company 
invested $90 million over the last 
six years in plant expansions that 
have paid off in such large growth 
in cheese and whey sales.

Carlson said the cheese sales por-
tion of the business has increased 
triple-digits in percentage since 
2011.

“Through our value-added 
cheese sales, you see growth from 
97 million pounds up to the 223 
pounds that we have forecasted 
for this year,” Carlson said. “That 
represents, for us, a 130 percent 
increase in volume of our value-
added cheese sales.”

Carlson said that increase paral-
lels the growth in whey as well.

“Over the same time period, our 
whey sales volume has increased 
from 37 million pounds to 82 mil-
lion pounds. Similar to our valued-
added cheeses, this represents over 
120 percent growth.”

A $50 million expansion to the 
co-op’s natural cheese plant in 

Perham has allowed the company 
to run more milk in a much more 
efficient manner.

“Again, when you look at milk 
processing, it obviously mirrors our 
growth in sales,” Carlson said. “We 
have gone from 1.7 million pounds 
of milk processed a day to 4.3 mil-
lion pounds. That represents an 
increased capacity in our Perham 
operation of 153 percent since 
2011.”

Purchased in 2003, Perham’s 
expansion took place between 
2012 and 2016.

“ H i s t o r i -
cally we were 
a one-plant 
co-op,” Larson 
said. “The real 
strengthening 
of our business 
came when we 
expanded and 

modernized Perham. Overnight, 
we were better at making natural 
cheese with access to higher mar-
gin specialty whey products that 
we didn’t have before.”

The Perham plant now produces 
nearly 3.2 million pounds of Ched-
dar, Monterey Jack and Colby 
styles, reduced fat cheese and fla-
vored cheese in 40 pound block 
and 500 pound barrels per week.

Marketing and Sales Organization
While the block cheeses go to 
serve foodservice and retail out-
lets throughout the US, the barrel 
cheese will go to other Bongards’ 
plants for further processing.

“We have worked really 
hard over the last five years to 
strengthen our sales organization,” 
Larson said. “We’re getting to a lot 
of customers that we weren’t get-
ting to before.”

Carlson said the co-op has a 
pretty good blend of channels of 
its cheese.

“A big piece of what we’ve done 
for over the past five years is get-
ting the word out, more broadly 
on who Bongards’ is and what we 
have to offer the market,” Carlson 
said. “Just the awareness that there 
are multiple players out there in 
the market. We’re a player that is 
bringing substantial value to the 
market.”

Carlson said the historical 
growth the co-op has seen is by no 
means capped out.

“The reality is we have a long 
way to go in terms of customers 
that we are reaching,” Carlson 
said. “We’re still a little guy on the 
block, but we’re expanding and 
that represents a lot of room to 
maximize sales.”

The co-op has several large 
national chain restaurants utiliz-
ing the cheese it produces. Other 
channels include the K-12 school 
lunch programs, convenience 

stores and quick serve restaurants, 
delis, industrial and as an ingredi-
ent in other food products.

“There are not too many com-
panies in the country that are as 
vertically integrated as we are,” 
Larson said. “From the quality of 
milk coming off the farm, to the 
way we treat the cows, to the 
production of our natural cheese 
to the production of the process 
cheese to the sales and service of 
our products.”

Perham Expansion
The major expansion of some of 
the old equipment in the Perham 
plant allowed the company to run 
both from a higher capacity stand-
point but also a much more effi-
cient standpoint, Carlson said.

“We were able to double our 
efficiency of the plant, basically 
doubling the production capacity 
of the plant while only requiring 
8 percent more in labor,” Carlson 
said. “So significant improvements 
were made in terms of what we 
could process without a significant  
amount of new people investment 
as part of that process.”

As part of the expansion, Bon-
gards’ added six Tetra Pak 40 pound 
cheese block towers and a cheese 
belt to handle 20,000 pounds of 
curd per hour.

The co-op also expanded the 
milk ultrafiltration, milk pasteuri-
zation, whey ultrafiltration, whey 
evaporation, and water polishing 
capabilities of the plant, Carlson 
said.

Bongards’ whey product lines 
consist of deproteinized whey 
(DPW), 80 percent whey protein 
concentrate, as well as whey pro-
tein isolates. 

Bongards’ constructed  a state-
of-the-art powder packaging facil-
ity with HEPA air filtration as well 
as UV air sterilization. 

“There is complete segregation 
between the DPW rooms and the 
protein powder rooms,” Carlson 
said. “Each area includes individ-
ual hygiene rooms.”

Humboldt Expansion
The Bongards, MN, operation is 
the co-op’s mothership plant. 

“It’s a 220,000 square foot facil-

ity that produces the majority of 
the sliced, loaf and bulk cheese as 
well as cream cheese that we pro-
duce today,” Carlson said.

To help in the growth of the 
process cheese area, Bongards’ 
purchased the Humboldt facility 
in 2010.

Much like the Bongards’ opera-
tion, Humboldt produces process 
cheese, process loaf, shredded 
cheese and a little imitation cheese 
in the facility, Carlson said.

“There are not too 
many companies in 

the country that are as 
vertically integrated as 

we are.”

—Daryl Larson, Bongards’

“It’s difficult to get big with 
some customers if you’re a one trick 
pony,” Larson said referencing the 
reason for the Humboldt acquisi-
tion. “Customers aren’t looking 
for a supplier if they don’t have a 
back up plan to produce product if 
something happens in their plant. 
Now with two plants we are able to 
eliminate that risk”.

Ongoing investments to upgrade 
efficiencies at the Humboldt oper-
ation have been going on for two 
or so years of $40 million, Carlson 
said. 

“The efficiency of this plant 
with increase exponentially,” Lar-
son said. “We’ll be able to produce 
more process cheese than we ever 
have. We will actually have some 
extra capacity. Prior to the expan-
sion we were pretty much stuck.”

The investment will grow the 
operation 85,000 square feet to a 
total of just under 200,000 square 
feet.

“This investment has allowed us 
to increase our capacity of our slice 
on slice cheese and double our 
bulk loaf line capacity,” Carlson 
said.  “We’ve upgraded equipment 
to include an automated quick 
chill system, robotic palletizing 
for all of the production lines in 

The ribbons of process cheese are running at Bongards’ Creameries’ recently expanded Hum-
boldt, TN, cheese facility. The facility is expected to double Bongards’ process cheese produc-
tion and offer dual capabilities to that of the company’s Bongards, MN, plant.
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the plant and added an automated 
warehouse.”

The automated warehouse con-
sists of 10 automated guided vehi-
cles (AGV) that run without the 
need for human interaction, Carl-
son said.

Another key addition to the 
Humboldt facility is the GEA 
VRT chilling system. 

“As the cheese comes off the 
production line it needs to be 
chilled,” Carlson said. “The cheese 
automatically goes through the 
system assuring all of the products 
that come off and gets uniformly 
cooled at the appropriate time 
intervals and temperatures.”

In a period of 15 years, Bon-
gards’ Creameries has gone from 
a one-plant co-op to a three-plant 
co-op and has invested in efficien-
cies and created choices in the 
marketplace for the co-op’s cheese 
and whey products.

“The future looks great for us,” 
Larson said. “As we continue to 
increase sales, we’ll make the nec-
essary investments in plants to 
increase production or we’ll try 
and do it through acquisition.”

For more information on Bon-
gards’ or their products, visit www.
bongards.com

Bongards’ plan to be better vertically integrated called for $90 million worth of expansions to 
the Perham natural cheese facility and the proces cheese facility in Humboldt, TN (above). 


