Weekly EMP Newsletter
OCTOBER 21, 2022

A visit to one of the best-managed companies in the US!
by
Dirk Tharpe & Kara Hernandez
This week, EMP was honored to be hosted by the valley's own Sun-Maid Growers of California. Although it is a
brand that needs no introduction, for those unaware of the company, Sun-Maid has served consumers and
customers since 1912 by providing quality raisins grown in the San Joaquin Valley. As an agricultural
cooperative, Sun-Maid Growers of California is owned by over 750 family growers. Sun-Maid is one of the
world's largest raisin & dried fruit processing companies. In the last two years, Sun-Maid has been named one
of the three best Managed Private Companies in the US by Deloitte and the Wall Street Journal. and has also
won (both in 2020 and 2021) a REGGIE Award for marketing.
Our tour began in Sun-Maid's testing vineyard in Kingsberg (30 minutes south of Fresno). Upon arrival, we met
Brent Deborde, Grower Relations Manager, as well as Grower Relations Representatives Steve Vasquez, Kolton
Christenson, and Dave Scott. The in-depth presentation included the history of the California raisin industry,
the "Golden Program," water challenges facing the co-op and agriculture industry, and sustainability. Most of SunMaid’s grower base is within 75 miles of its processing plant. The cooperative members are responsible for
growing the product and are offered technical assistance by the Grower Management team. The growers deliver
the raisins to Sun-Maid, which distributes the product worldwide. The knowledgeable team spent approximately
1-1/2 hours addressing questions from the mentees.
With mentorship being the heart of the Laval Entrepreneurship Mentor Program, our second session of the
semester was focused on how to create a meaningful connection with mentors that will grow over time.

Some interesting facts learned:
Thompson Seedless is the dominant grape variety grown in California for raisins. However, several other
varieties are now being used, and others are being tested.
We were surprised to learn that golden raisins are made from the same varieties of grapes used to make
natural seedless raisins. The grapes are the same green color on the vine, but different processing methods
give golden raisins their bright, golden color. Instead of being dried in the sun.
We learned the number of ways grapes produced for raisins could be dried: paper trays (the most traditional
method, but the most labor-intensive), dried on the vine, or mechanically dried (Golden Raisins).

Harvesting is one of the most labor-intensive tasks for California raisin growers, and fortunately, mechanical
harvesting is now used by growers. Harvest typically takes place between August and September.
Many growers have faced limited water supplies because of the ongoing drought. Historically, grapes grown for
raisins used flood irrigation. Today, many vineyards are switching to drip irrigation.
Sun-Maid Grower Managers provide growers in the cooperative opportunities to learn state-of-the-art farm
management practices.
Each grower makes arrangements for their raisins to be trucked in wooden bins from their fields to Sun Maid's
processing plant. There the raisins stay in covered bins until they are ready to go through quality control before
entering the plant.
During this first stop on our tour, we were introduced to "Sun-Maid's Fruity Raisin Snacks" in Tropical Punch,
Watermelon, Peach, and sour blue raspberry. Each of the mentees' taste buds lit up at the thought of a resin that
tasted as sweet as candy but maintained nutritional value.
We left the research field and traveled to Sun-Maid's processing plant, which sits on 100 acres within miles of the
fields. We were met by Vince Castle, VP of Operations, who provided us with proper clothing to enter the plant.
(coats, safety glasses, hair nets, hard hats, ear plugs.
We were given a comprehensive tour by four. Sun-Maid Operations Leaders: Vince
Castle, Frank Floyd (Director of Operations), Mark Pestorich (Packaging Manager),
and Trevor Sonksen (Processing Manager). The processing operation used
specialized equipment, including robotics, to efficiently and safely move the raisins
through the process into packaging and final product staging. Quality control is an
important part of each step in the raisin-making process. The USDA is on hand for
inspection purposes. Although there is a lot of automation, hand inspection by
quality control technicians are present at every major junction in the process. The
raisins are also subjected to various laboratory analyses to ensure the production of a
consistent, quality product.
During the comprehensive tour, we were allowed to ask questions to our guides
at each station (stop). Again, like the Grower Managers, the group took the time
to address our questions and provide further information on the overall
operation.
After our tour, we were treated to an excellent lunch provided by SunMaid. We enjoyed lunch with our field and processing plant tour guides.
This allowed the mentees to have meaningful conversations and ask
remaining questions. We were introduced to the idea of having a chance at
an internship at Sun-Maid---EMP mentee's eyes lit up at this prospect.
Before leaving Sun-Maid's processing plant, the mentees were given a gift
bag with wonderful Sun-Maid products.
The final stop on our tour was at Sun-Maid's corporate headquarters in Fresno. We were to meet Harry Overly,
the Executive Chairman of the Board. Until August of this year, Mr.Overly had served as President & CEO of SunMaid. As we awaited the arrival of Mr. Overly, we noticed two screens with a presentation ready to be shown. Mr.
Overly's title on this screen was "Chief Imagination Wrangler"! A perfect title for a passionate leader who has
brought significant positive changes to Sun-Maid during his tenure.
After nearly two hours with Mr. Overly, the EMP Mentees could see how his candid, authentic, transparent, and
collaborative leadership has positively impacted the Sun-Maid team. Mr. Overly discussed the Sun-Maids growth
strategy he began implementing after taking over the position in 2017 and his efforts to align the entire
organization behind the strategy. He has focused on innovation and marketing to ensure Sun-Maid was set for
future growth. Under his leadership, Sun-Maid completed its first acquisition in 109 years. It acquired Plum
Organics Baby Food, a leading premium organic baby food company. It's a natural fit for Sun-Maid and allows the
organization to begin developing customers at a much earlier age! (Customers for life!)

Looking back over our discussion, we spent significant time talking about company culture. It was clear that Mr.
Overly's goal is to "develop folks and push decision down--I have no desire to make all of our decision." Mr. Overly
wants everyone to know their thoughts are heard, and he reinforces this idea through his actions. One interesting
topic discussed the benefits of the Hybrid work model which Sun-Maid has adopted. Hybrid work is a flexible
approach that allows a mix of remote work and working in the office. At Sun-Maid's headquarters, referred to as "the
administrative office," he requires employees to work in the office Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday. Monday and
Friday, they can work from home or remotely. Mr. Overly's only condition is, "I don't care when you work as long as
you do the job with excellent results!".
Topics stretched from leading a Cooperative made up of more than 750 growers to the challenge of ensuring a legacy
company doesn't get complacent but commits to internal innovation and outside acquisitions to continue to grow to
how change can often be difficult (but necessary) for organizations, and it's people.
During our time together and with each new question answered, Mr. Overlyexceeded our expectations of what it
means to be an impactful leader. It was a rare opportunity for us to spend one-on-one time with a firm yet
compassionate leader. One that is driven to make sure that he brings out the best in his team and strives for a healthy
competitive position for Sun-Maid. EMP Mentee Marin Winek asked one of our final questions, "How do you measure
your own success"? Mr. Overly replied by saying he makes sure all of his "nearest and dearest are happy" and
"allowing my Sun-Maid team to grow.".
The following are a few of the "takeaways from our meeting with Mr. Overly:
"It sometimes takes someone with an outside perspective and for that person to revamp how the company operates for
the company to grow and be more profitable. This is especially important for large companies that have been in place for
decades. To stay competitive, the company must change as market conditions change".--Timofey Volkov.
"I enjoyed learning about the company and how it is owned by the growers. It has been around so long, and
is a vital piece to our Valley's history, and ag economy." --Mentee Kara Hernandez
"One thing that stood out to me is Harry's method of building leadership within the company. He allows people to
participate in decision-making to take ownership of the changes. He builds up his team's confidence by allowing
them to make decisions rather than always going through him as they did in the past. I can see how this would make
the people enthusiastic in participating in the success of Sun-Maid".--Mentee Manny Gonzalez
"To get people working towards the same goals; to allow their voices to be heard,; to include them in the companies
decision-making, ;and involve them in setting the company's goals. -Harry Overly" --Mentee Colton Cunningham
"One major takeaway from the day at Sun-Maid was that both innovation and creativity are critical across all
industries. Even with well-known brands, it’s important to keep finding creative ways to distinguish themselves from
the competition. You also can’t solve new problems with old solutions, you must innovate to adapt and overcome."-Mentee Kevin Robles
"One major takeaway was seeing Harry's leadership style and the importance of "knowing the organization--inside
and out". He was very knowledgeable about every aspect of Sun-Maid, which was reflected when answering our
questions about the company". --Mentee Marin Winek
My one major takeaway from the Sun-Maid trip is about leadership and the company's culture. Things have
changed drastically since the new CEO changed the whole structure of the organization. Also, I've learnt that
transparency is one of the key factors in a good culture in the organization.--Mentee Marcus Beh
My major takeaway from the trip was company culture. Company culture and employee fit can change the direction
of a company drastically. It can make a struggling company turn into a very successful and flourishing one. --Mentee Bencherlie Long
My primary takeaway was learning about the CEO and his emphasis on transparency because while we were sitting in
the office with him, I could see how he was demonstrating his transparency to us through our conversations.--Mentee
Maria Hernandez

Thank you to everyone at Sun-Maid who made this an unforgettable experience for the EMP Mentees! Thanks to
Stephanie Mejia and Angelique Chavez-Rivera for all the arrangements and for keeping us on "time" during our visit.

Happy Belated Birthday to
Mentee Manny Gonzalez

