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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY & OVERVIEW 
 
Sonoma County’s Food Processing Industry is Well-Positioned to Take Advantage of Emerging 

Shifts in the Agricultural Marketing Sector 
 
The recent decline of the apple industry and ongoing concern about the viability of long-term dairying 
in Sonoma County has been well-documented.  At the same time, agricultural specialization and 
growth in the local food processing industry have given notice that a number of opportunities for new 
directions are inherent in Sonoma County’s agriculture sector. 
 
Food processing, with the growth of organic and natural food products as an important component, has 
made important strides in Sonoma County and its trade area in recent years.  The Sonoma County 
Economic Development Board, in an effort to identify issues and opportunities facing food processors 
in the area as well as formulate some feasible approaches to dealing with those issues, conducted a 
survey during 2001 of local processors, and conducted on-site interviews with several businesses that 
have successfully met the challenge of adapting to changes in the market.  The EDB surveyed 178 food 
processors in Sonoma County and received a 34% response rate. 
 
The face of agriculture in Sonoma County is indeed changing.  Years ago, when settlers first moved to 
the area, wheat, potatoes, butter, cheese and hay were primary commodities for the growing San 
Francisco market.  Then, eggs, apples, and other produce shored up the local economy.  Slowly, the 
County grew into a world-famous wine-producing region.  The development of the wine industry 
continued for decades to where it now stands as one of the leading employers and revenue makers in 
the county.  Now, there is a new section involving agriculture developing: food processing, with 
organic and all-natural foods being a major component.   
 
Two recent nationwide studies underscore the importance of this emerging sector: 
 
• Organic farming has been one of the fastest-growing segments of U.S. agriculture during the 

1990s.  The USDA estimates that the value of retail sales of organic foods in 1999 was 
approximately $6 billion.  The number of organic farmers is increasing by about 12% per year 
and now stands at about 12,200 nationwide, most of them small-scale producers.  According to 
a recent USDA study, certified organic cropland more than doubled from 1992 to 1997.  Two 
organic livestock sectors, eggs and dairy, grew even faster.  
(http://www.usda.gov/news/releases/2000/12/0425.htm USDA News Release, no. 0425.00, 
Dec. 20, 2000) 

 
• Nationally-certified organic cropland more than doubled during the 1990’s, and eggs and dairy 

grew more rapidly.  Markets for organic vegetables, fruits, and herbs have been developing for 
decades in the U.S., and organic grain and livestock markets are emerging.  Under USDA’s 
new proposal for regulating organic production and handling, purchasers of organic foods 
would be able to rely on uniform national standards for defining the term "organic." 
(Agricultural Outlook (4/00))  
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Key Findings 

• Food processing is an emerging sector in Sonoma County, and employment has increased by 
15% from 1997 to 1999.  Estimates place employment in local food processing upwards of 
3,000 persons.1 

• California Certified Organic Farmers (CCOF), one of the top certifiers in the state, estimates 
1999 statewide acreage at 96,878 acres, up 38 percent from 1997.2  

• In tune with the natural foods trend, many of the local food processors now offer natural and/or 
organic foods.  In fact, 47% percent of the respondents produce foods that are certified as 
“organic.” 

• 60% of the survey respondents forecast increased demand for organic products as an important 
trend to look out for in the food-processing industry. 

• 77% of the survey respondents indicated that they plan to hire within the next 12 months. 
• 79% of the survey respondents felt that Sonoma County offers a high to medium potential for 

the future growth of the food processing industry. 
• Sonoma County is home to the largest organic bread bakery in the nation. 
• The 2000 Sonoma County Agriculture Crop Report indicates 2,532 acres of organic farmland in 

the region.  There are also 83.5 acres pending certification and another 287 new applicants.  
The report also estimates 184 registered organic growers in the County. 

 
Key Opportunities  

• Job Creation – As the industry continues to expand, there will be an increase in the number of 
workers needed who must have specialized skills to fit into the workforce.  The Workforce 
Investment Board (WIB) should be actively engaged with food processors in workforce 
development efforts. 

• Innovation – encouraging and aiding small processors to develop new products, or getting 
producers to look at new methods or techniques of growing. 

• Growth of Sector – What market trends will continue over the next 10 years, and how ready are 
Sonoma County food processors to face these changes? 

• Regulations – One of the greatest obstacles in becoming certified as "organic" is the time lag 
necessary between the application and the certification.  The North Bay Permit Assistance Center 
could provide leadership in this process. 

• Exhibitions - Food processors could cooperatively display their goods to the public and marketers.  
This could highlight the innovative organic and all-natural goods being produced in Sonoma 
County. 

• Best Practices Guide – A guide to help food processors develop beneficial methods of becoming 
organic or creating new and interesting food products.  Highlighting innovative companies offers 
direction to others and suggestions for methods they might employ in finding new uses for 
agricultural commodities. 

• Partnerships - With the help of Select Sonoma County, new partnerships could be created 
between processors and growers. 

 

                                                 
1 Information from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Labor Market Information Department 
2 Agricultural Outlook/April 2000 Economic Research Service/USDA 9 



 5 

 
II. DISCUSSION 

 
Local processing adds value to local raw agricultural products 

 
The 2001 Food Processing Survey, conducted by the Sonoma County Economic Development Board 

(EDB), contains a summary of the findings and a set of strategies that the region can use to target its 

business expansion, retain existing jobs, create opportunities for upward mobility of existing workers, 

provide new job entry possibilities, and help foster vitality in the industry.  The information and 

strategies described in this report are designed to identify ways in which the region can work in the 

most effective manner to retain and expand the local food-processing sector.  This work and 

recognition of is important, as the sector has grown by almost 30% over the past four years.  At the 

national level, food processing has grown to an estimated $500 billion in annual revenues. 

 
Current estimates place the number of organic growers in Sonoma County at 184.  This number is 

derived from a combination of information from the Sonoma County Agriculture Commissioners' Crop 

Report, the California Certified Organic Farmers, and the California Department of Food and 

Agriculture.  

 
Other cities and counties are also exploring the growth of the food processing industry.  Napa County, 

for example, is in the beginning stages of developing a food processing incubator project.  The Arcata 

Economic Development Corporation went as far as developing and heavily funding an incubator 

project that provided rental kitchens for entrepreneurs.  For Sonoma County, a local food processors 

group could review model programs started around the State and create a plan to remain competitive 

with challenging counties and trends.  It is not necessary to create an in-depth and financially impactful 

program to facilitate entrepreneurial growth in Sonoma County, but recognition of such programs in 

competing counties is important.   

 

The continued growth of the food-processing sector is essential if Sonoma County residents are to 

continue benefiting from the employment opportunities created by the industry.  Without action, food 

will continue to be made to supply consumer demand; however, the question remains whether or not it 

will be processed locally and distributed, as the food processing industry enters a new cycle of 

business growth and development. 
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Following this survey and extensive research, it became apparent that innovative organic and all-

natural food processing was an emerging sector of great importance to agriculture in Sonoma County.  

Almost half of the survey respondents reported that they are involved in the processing of organic or 

all-natural foods.  A shift to organic food processing can help diversify the agricultural industry and 

increase the productivity of the sector.   

 
To face competition from larger outside companies, local food processors are altering their operations 

to remain competitive.  Products such as olive oils and specialty cheeses are examples of innovative 

local agricultural products.  These goods are satisfying the important emerging market for organic and 

natural foods.  Recently, the United States Department of Agriculture recognized the proliferation of 

the organic market by developing a standardized certification process. 

 
As an example of the most frequent changes coming in the next 5 years, survey respondents cited more 

consolidation, increased competition, more reliance on technology in all phases of business operations, 

and increased emphasis on quality of product and food safety.  Consolidation is indeed a growing 

factor in the U.S.  More than 600 merger transaction deals were recorded in the year 2000, and about 

2,200 have occurred over the last three years.  The driving force behind this consolidation trend is to 

create efficiencies and reduce costs. 

 
This industry is clearly in transition due to large-scale consolidation, automation of plants, and 

increased competition—and an opportunity exists to help the local industry with its future 

development.  The existing labor force needs to be ready with new skills to meet the demands of a 

technology-driven food industry and, over time, new workers will need to be ready to join their ranks.  

The industry has a strong history of on-the-job training that, when coupled with local government-

sponsored initiatives under the guidance of local industry leaders, can help prepare employees to meet 

these challenges.  

 
The ability of agriculture to remain an integral component of the county's economy helps preserve the 

distinctive nature of the area.  Promoting the development of innovation in food will help ensure that 

agriculture in Sonoma County will remain competitive, and thus help preserve the natural character of 

the area. 
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III. SURVEY RESULTS 
 

1. Primary Operations of Food Processors 

Of the survey respondents, 67% of local food processors produce dairy-based products, fruit-based 

products or pastry/baked goods.  Some other reported categories include tortillas, olives, eggs, seafood, 

cooking oil, organic coffee, vinegar, condiments, and specialty gourmet. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

■ Natural/Organic Foods 

In tune with the natural foods 

trend, many of the food 

processors offer natural and/or 

organic foods.  In fact, 47% of the respondents 

reported they produce foods that are certified as 

“organic.”  Amongst the businesses that do 

produce organic products, 20% report that more 

than 75% of their products classified as organic, 

which indicates that their businesses focus 

primarily on natural and/or organic foods. 

 

Forms of Distribution for Product Sales 

90% of the responding businesses utilize wholesale for their distribution.  53% depend on national 

retail stores for product sales.  Overall, 50% of the respondents utilize local and/or regional retail sales.  

Other valuable methods of distribution include internet (40%), mail order (38%), and on-site sales 

(37%).  Respondents also listed having a sales team, delivering directly to restaurants, and direct 

distribution as “other” methods of product distribution.   

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

Percentage of Respondents

Less than 25%

25% - 50%

50 - 75%

Over 75%

Percentage of Company's Products that  are OrganicPercentage of Company's Products that  are OrganicPercentage of Company's Products that  are OrganicPercentage of Company's Products that  are Organic
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Advertising 

There is a strong indication that responding food processors do not allocate very large portions of their 

revenue to advertising.  68% allot less than 5% of their firm’s gross revenue to marketing.  Less than 

16% of the firms spend more than 10% of their revenue on advertising. 

 

Product Demand 

Unanimously, the respondents believed that quality of product is the number one factor that contributes 

to the demand for a particular product.  Brand recognition (70%) and customer loyalty (67%) were 

cited as the next two factors that contribute to product demand.  However, we again see the influence 

of the "health/natural" foods trend, since 40% of the respondents acknowledge that demand for a 

particular product can be linked to its dietary and/or health benefits.  
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Trends in food processing 

Expectations for future trends within the food processing industry are skewed towards healthier diets 

as well as more convenient methods of obtaining them.  60% of the respondents forecast increased 

demand for organic products as an important trend to look out for in the industry. 

 

At the same time, consumers also want to simplify the process by which they obtain their foods.  47% 

of the respondents perceived increased internet sales as another significant trend.  Consequently, food 

processors that offer products online will benefit from having access to a larger customer base, as well 

as lower operating costs than conventional “brick and mortar” producers. 

 

Trends cited by respondents include ready-to-eat meals (32%), retailers using just-in-time ordering 

(23%), co-packing (20%), and ethnic food specialties (17%).  Self-reported trends include health 

orientation, nutritional labeling on bakery items, and retailer consolidation. 

 

All of these expectations correspond with national trends toward healthier lifestyles with greater 

preference given to organic/natural foods.  These foods must also be conveniently accessible.  

 

Trends in the Food Processing Industry

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Increased demand for organic products

Internet sales orders

Corporate competition

Trend towards ready-to-eat meals
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Perishable food products

Other

Percentage of Respondents
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Employment   

Ability to learn tops the list of employee skill requirements.  82% of the respondents felt that it is a 

critical quality in all employees.  Physical ability (57%), customer service skills (62%), and sanitation 

(57%) are other characteristics deemed necessary by employers.  Approximately 40% of the 

respondents consider computer, managerial, and sales marketing skills important.  Given their skill 

expectations, many of the responding firms (40%) have a difficult time finding skilled employees.  

 

■ Unskilled Labor 

A majority of the respondents (43%) have no problem finding unskilled employees. The approximate 

wage scale for unskilled employees is from minimum wage up to $10 per hour.  83% of the responding 

employers pay within this range.  Only 10% of the respondents pay $10 - $15 per hour for unskilled 

labor.  None of the companies reported their pay higher than $15 per hour for unskilled labor. 
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■ Skilled Labor 

Food processing firms report they have more difficulty finding skilled labor.  62% of the firms report 

that finding skilled labor is either difficult of very difficult.  Skilled labor, on average, earns a wage of  

$10 - $15 per hour.  57% of the respondents pay in this range for skilled labor. 20% of the employers 

pay below this range and 18% pay above $15 per hour.  
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Does Sonoma County Provide a 
Sufficient Labor Pool?

Yes
55%

No
34%

NA
11%

■ Labor Pool 

Overall, 52% of the responding firms feel that 

Sonoma County provides a sufficient pool of 

skilled labor to meet most of their employment 

needs.  At the same time, however, a significant 

percentage (34%) of the respondents indicated 

that Sonoma County does not provide a sufficient 

labor pool of skilled labor.  

 

Within this latter category, respondents identified several factors that contribute to their difficulty in 

finding employees.  Lack of skills/expertise, cost of living, and language issues were cited as three of 

the largest obstacles to job placement within the food processing industry.  Transportation was also 

seen as a challenge to job placement. Childcare (18%), wage requirements (17%), and benefits (15%), 

are other possible factors affecting job placement.  

 

Employee Recruitment 

77% of the respondents indicated that they plan to hire within the next 12 months.  Within this 

category, 47% of the 

companies expect to hire less 

than 5 new employees.  20% 

will hire between 5 and 15 

employees. A small 
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percentage (12%) of employers expect to hire more than 15 employees.  
 

Food processing companies responded they utilize a variety of methods for employee recruitment.  

73% percent use referrals.  Newspapers (52%) and walk-ins (50%) are also popular methods for 

finding potential employees among food processors.  To a lesser extent, the responding firms also seek 

out the help of employment agencies (20%), community colleges (15%), Joblink (12%) and the 

Internet (7%).  

Education 

In terms of educational attainment, most of the responding companies’ employees have either a basic 

or high school level education.  Around 23% of the employees have taken some college-level 

coursework.  Only a very small percentage (10%) have degrees from four-year colleges and an even 

smaller number (2%) have advanced/graduate degrees.  
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Role of Internet 

When they use the internet, many firms primarily utilize it for communications (58%) and marketing 

(47%).  Some firms also use the internet to provide product news and information (35%) and electronic 

commerce (17%).  Some firms also use the internet for research and education.  50% of the firms felt 

that the speed of their internet service can be improved.  Accessibility (23%) and security (12%) are 

two other major internet concerns for food processors.  Some of the “other” concerns include 

reliability, customer service and updates.  
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Government assistance 

Food processors indicated that they would like government help in terms of improving tax, licensing, 

and permits processes.  Education and job training (38%) and financial assistance (37%) are also 

preferred ways in which local government can help the food processing industry.  

 

Forecasts for the Food Processing Industry 

79% of the respondents felt that Sonoma County offers a high to medium potential for the future 

growth of the food processing industry.  Positive explanations 

included availability of raw materials, good image of the 

County, and the area’s relatively high level of growth.  

16% of the respondents felt that Sonoma County has only a low 

to poor potential for sustaining the food processing industry’s 

growth.  Explanations for this low rating include difficulty 

getting land-use permits, too many regulations, lack of low-cost 

housing, general high cost of living, and a small labor pool. 

Environmental restrictions, traffic congestion, and a lack of 

transportation were also cited as factors that detract from the food processing industry’s potential to 

expand in Sonoma County.  
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Despite the extensive list of possible obstacles to continued growth, a significant percentage of the 

respondents (36%) expanded their businesses within the last 12 months.  An even larger proportion 

(41%) reported they plan to 

expand their businesses within 

the next 12 months.  

 

 

 

 

 

Challenges facing local food processors  

In order to continue operating successfully, food processors must overcome a variety of challenges 

that apply not only to the food processing industry but to the general business community as well. 

The cost of upgrading and investing in new equipment is a problem faced by 67% of the firms 

participating in this survey.  48% of the respondents felt that the general costs of doing business in 

Sonoma County represent a significant challenge for their company.  42% cited competition from 

corporate processors as an issue, and 37% felt that distribution methods can be more effective. 

Problems with transportation (28%) and distance from markets (23%) also pose some difficulties 

for participating food processors.  
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Formation of a trade network 

A large percentage (57%) of food processors indicated an interest in the creation of an informal trade 

network of food processors.  Amongst those favoring the creation of such a network, 38% affirmed 

that they would participate in such a group.  
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IV. DETAILED OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Given the lack of detailed information that is available on the local food processing industry, a strategy 

needs to be developed whereby more interest will be vested in the food processing industry.  More 

extensive efforts should be devoted to identifying and emphasizing the benefits provided by the food 

processing industry.  At the same time, attention should also be given to understanding the potential 

concerns and challenges that are faced by food processors.  

 
Partnerships  

In this report, the EDB identified several opportunities available to the food processing industry, based 

on feedback from local employers.  By forming strategic partnerships with the Workforce Investment 

Board or other organizations, companies could collectively address a variety of issues that pertain to 

food processing in Sonoma County.  The following list outlines potential topics that merit attention in 

any attempt to promote greater economic growth for the food processing industry.  
 
1. Job Creation 

• The food processing industry could develop a strategic partnership with the Workforce 
Investment Board (WIB) in addressing labor pool and workforce issues. 

 
• Appropriate agencies should explore ways to facilitate connecting food processing-related 

businesses with laborers.  
 
• There should be stronger partnerships among community colleges, vocational schools, and 

government services with the food processing industry. It should be determined whether the 
challenge of employment is one of marketing students to the potential employers, whether it is 
a problem of preparing students for potential food-related jobs, or both. 

 

Given that many of the food processors believe that Sonoma County provides an insufficient pool of 

skilled labor, there needs to be greater coordination between the food processors and local schools and 

job training centers.  The educational and training centers can help prepare potential employees 

through programs that focus on the specific skills required for the food processing industry.  In 

addition, schools can work to upgrade the skills of current employees within the food processing firms.  

 
Local food processors could also work with the Workforce Investment Board and other 

employment/training organizations to explore development of a “Certification for Basic Skills” 
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program for welfare-to-work training.  The food industry could be a source of employment for a 

portion of the individuals making a transition from welfare to work. 

 
Simplifying and consolidating the administrative structure for hiring and training programs would be a 

way to make government training programs more attractive to this industry.  Indeed, a labor pool that 

already has basic job skills would, of course, best serve the local food processing industry.  Sonoma 

County training programs could help provide such skills.  For example, the East Bay Conservation 

Corporation (EBCC) is a useful program for training of new and inexperienced workers.  They 

combine an education component with work experience.  They also develop a "soft job skills" base, as 

well as a more technical skills base.  Most importantly, the type of jobs the EBCC participants do 

instills a message to the participants that the job is valuable and their contribution is worthwhile. 

 
Local employers could work with business assistance providers and employment trainers to encourage 

training/placement programs and educational institutions in the County to adopt the skills assessments, 

and use them to evaluate and train prospective job applicants for positions in the food industry. 

 
2. Innovation 

Food processing is rapidly developing industry.  To continue such growth, new ways to further the use 

of innovative processing and marketing methods need to be found.  This report highlights several 

companies that exemplify innovation.  They are leaders in food processing, and some are start-up 

companies less than a year old.  These firms are examples of creativity and ingenuity in developing 

new and different products.  Clover Stornetta Farms, McEvoy Ranch, the Point Reyes Farmstead 

Cheese Company, Kozlowski Farms, and Alvarado St. Bakery are discussed in specific case studies 

found in the Appendix of this report.  An industry group could look at the plethora of companies 

developing innovative agricultural products and, using existing companies as models, encourage other 

food processors to consider new and different goods to be processed.   

 

3.  Growth of Sector 

In order to facilitate the growth of the food processing industry, a partnership of local companies or 

business assistance groups could develop a means of helping both new and existing firms with 

important information on the industry.   
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For example, a website might be constructed with the following features: 

 
• An information clearinghouse for start-up food companies. The first step would be to make 

new food companies aware of appropriate agencies and entities, both public and private, which are 

available to assist them.  The next step would be to provide information in areas such as business 

assistance services, financing, regulatory requirements, site assistance, and employment training 

programs. 

    
• An information clearinghouse for existing food companies.  As companies grow, they are at 

risk of leaving the County or relocating.  Assisting growing companies to ensure that they expand at 

their existing sites or, if this is not possible, relocate within the County, would be a useful service. 

 
 
4.   Enhanced collaboration between food processors and agricultural producers  

Opportunities exist to enhance collaborative efforts between food processors and agricultural 

producers.  With a greater understanding of the needs of food processors, local agricultural producers 

can better accommodate their needs.  By working together more closely, agriculture producers and 

food processors can identify common concerns and possibly explore a partnership that would be 

mutually beneficial. 

 

Some of the ideas that this partnership might want to develop include sustainable business practices 

that take into account environmental factors as well as the changing demographics of Sonoma County. 

An industry group could work closely with various local agricultural groups to determine strategies for 

greater collaboration among food processors and agricultural producers. 

 

Additionally, employers could look into a partnership with the Select Sonoma County as a viable 

means of strengthening Sonoma County’s reputation for high-quality food products.  Locally 

processed foods benefit from having the Select Sonoma seal of approval.  At the same time, the 

credibility of Select Sonoma will be further enhanced through continued efforts to identify and work 

with local food processors. 
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Employers might also work with Select Sonoma County to develop new cooperative marketing 

strategies, with the end goal of selling more specialty Sonoma County products in the national market. 

Indeed, through cooperative marketing strategies, Sonoma County can develop greater national 

recognition.  Methods by which to continue the development and expansion of the existing Select 

Sonoma marketing tool should also be examined. 

 

Finally, it would be interesting to know the origin of raw commodities bought by local processors, and 

what factors and qualities the processors deem important in this respect.  Can Sonoma County’s 

agricultural diversity be increased by better meeting local processors' needs? 

 
5.   Regulation and government assistance for food processors  

Permit Assistance Center. The creation of a partnership with the North Bay Permit Assistance Center 

(PAC) would assist businesses seeking to obtain or renew permits for business operations that directly 

contribute to processing in the County. 

 

Food processors can play an important role in communicating industry needs to local business 

assistance agencies.  As a result, these agencies and other organizations can continue to address the 

concerns of food processing firms.  An information clearinghouse that would enable local firms to 

easily locate other businesses such as equipment or packaging supplies manufacturers that contribute 

to the food production process might be helpful.  Local organizations should also look at policies and 

regulations that are conducive to the establishment of food processing companies.  

 
The County should also strive to emphasize the importance of food processing to the local economy. 

Sonoma County can continue to add “quality” food products to its already impressive list of major 

exports including agricultural crops, wine, and high-tech innovations.  The critical point that needs to 

be recognized is that food processing is an industry that can significantly benefit the community 

through job and revenue generation.  With sufficient support, local food processors can have a growing 

and positive impact on the local economy. 
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Through the development of an “Innovation Best Practices Guide,” innovative leaders and their 

operations could be highlighted and publicized as new direction for the emerging industry.  Such a 

guide, modeled after that of the BEA’s “Environmental Best Practices Guide,” (www.sonoma-

county.org/bea) would offer recognition to the leading companies while recommending their techniques 

to other companies in the industry.  

 
At this time, there are a multitude of diverse government and non-profit groups working on issues 

affecting the food processing industry.  Most of the food processors reported they have limited time to 

spend away from their businesses.  A short-term, coordinated, and targeted effort among all the 

organizations and entities working to assist the sector would ensure greater communication and, as a 

result, greater effectiveness.  A few companies are contacted many times by government and non-

profit organizations, but many companies are still unaware of the work being done, and the resources 

available to assist them. 

 

6. Link to BEA 

Voluntary adoption of sound environmental practices that enhance financial performance are promoted 

by the Business Environmental Alliance (BEA) in Sonoma County.  In that food processors typically 

use substantial water in their activities, local companies might benefit from closer involvement in  

BEA activities. 

 

http://www.sonoma-county.org/bea
http://www.sonoma-county.org/bea
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V. CONCLUSION 
 
As the food processing industry continues to change, so must the model for business-government 

relationships.  In the past, local, state, and national governmental entities have been more likely to 

place limitations on new business growth through regulations and taxing mechanisms.  In the future, 

health and human safety standards governing day-to-day operations are likely to become more 

rigorous.   

 
As companies continue to make marked shifts toward organic and all-natural processing to keep pace 

with new industry demands, local government will need to have a greater understanding of and 

flexibility for the changing food industry practices and operations.  If changes happen more rapidly, it 

will be incumbent upon governmental entities to make an on-going commitment to track and support 

new developments within this industry. 

 
Local government can help support the local food processing industry, but individual companies must 

be equal participants in the process.  As trends in consumer demand continue to drive new business 

formation, there is a unique opportunity for local food processing businesses that are able to respond to 

changing markets.  Research and interviews show that many of Sonoma County’s food processing 

businesses have already begun to serve this new market for organic and all-natural products.  Sonoma 

County provides the diversity of consumers that innovative companies need to develop new product 

lines.  A prepared workforce and a government working in partnership with the industry will be key to 

helping local food processing firms to continue to succeed. 

 
This report is only the first step in a series of concerted efforts that can be taken to identify the progress 

of local food processors.  The findings of this report represent the only known effort to present some 

information about the food processing industry other than standard SIC classification data.  There still 

exist many aspects of the food processing industry that need to be tracked, such as number of 

employees, sales, revenues, and the like that are generated by local food processors. 

 
The findings of this report also indicate that local food processors have a variety of concerns, ranging 

from employment needs to keeping up with market trends.  Increased cooperation between local 

producers and governmental organizations will help ameliorate these concerns—and inevitably lead to 

increased economic vitality for Sonoma County.  



 24 

VI. METHODOLOGY 
 

Food processing, as in industry, includes all activities related to the manufacture of foods and 

beverages.  Under the Standard Industrial Classification Code (SIC) system, the food processing 

industry is classified collectively under code 20.  This broad category is broken down into more 

defined sectors that include Dairy Products, Cheese, Preserved Fruits & Vegetables, Canned Fruits & 

Vegetables, Meat products, Sugar & Confections, Cookies & Crackers, Grain Mill Products, Bakery 

Products, and Fats & Oils.      

 

With that understanding, the EDB then compiled a list of local businesses that would fall under this 

rubric.  A survey was then sent out to 178 of the local food processors in Sonoma County.  Sixty of the 

firms responded, generating a response rate of 34%.  The survey questionnaire follows in Attachment 1 

of this report.   

 

Please note that all data contained in this report is based on the information received from survey 

respondents. The responses were gathered into a database for analysis. Due to the fact that survey 

respondents may provide no responses to some questions, the category percentages indicated in the 

graphs for those questions may not sum up to 100%.  Where replies are mutually exclusive, 

percentages may be slightly off due to rounding.  Where replies are not mutually exclusive, 

percentages may total to more than 100%.  

 
It was our intention to obtain averages that provide a general “snapshot” of the non-profit cultural arts 

sector in Sonoma County. Consequently, the averages have not been weighted by any factor or interest, 

including company size. 

 

Area Development magazine, in its August 2001 issue, provided information on consolidation trends at 

the national level. 
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