
When orders for its food-packaging equipment tanked as the recession set in, the man-
agement team at Delkor Systems took a tack different than the usual slash-and-burn-
and-wait-for-better-days strategy. 

The company tripled its research and development budget. And it hired engineers. 

Now, the Circle Pines manufacturer is selling a new packaging line to its food-compa-
ny clients — and is set for sales of $42 million in 2010, which would be its best year. 

Rewind to mid-recession, when food companies slashed 
capital budgets in a race to cut costs. Orders for Delkor’s 
equipment tanked, and the company itself faced the pros-
pects of cuts. 
“That had a pretty profound effect,” chief executive and 
majority owner Dale Andersen said of the drop in or-
ders. “Here in the depths of the recession, in the first few 
months of 2009, there were just hardly any orders at all 
coming in.”  

What then? 

Instead of cutting engineers, the management team de-
cided to hire three more and pump an additional $500,000 
into the company’s $200,000 annual research and devel-
opment budget. The infusion financed the assembly and 
testing of new packaging machines as well as parts and 
components to make them work. 

With its investment, the company aimed to increase the 
speed to market of new carton equipment designs, to pro-
vide sufficient work for the engineering team and avoid 
layoffs. “We thought it was a better decision to reduce 
our profit for 2009 and invest heavier in product devel-
opment,” Andersen said. “Our bet was that would pay 
dividends and we just didn’t want to lose these talented 
engineers.” 

As Seen in . . .

Three area 
manufacturers 
are bucking 
bad times
By Julie Forster
Pioneer Press

Editor’s note: The economic downturn has been particularly hard on manufac-
turers, reflected by the tens of thousands of manufacturing jobs that have evaporated 
in Minnesota since the end of 2007. It’s not all gloom and doom, however. As a slow 
recovery appears to be taking hold, some firms are seeing healthy bumps in sales 
thanks to moves taken amid the darkest hours. Here’s a look at three of them.

Delkor Systems 
Location: Circle Pines

Estimated 2010 Sales:
$42 million, up 30 percent

Employees: 96

Business: Make pack-
aging equipment for food 
companies such as Cargill 
and Schwan’s and a number 
of Fortune 100 companies.

Resession stategy: 
Pour money into research 
and development to come 
up with a new line of pack-
aging machines. 

Dale Andersen, President CEO of Delkor Systems holds one of the 
many different cartons from the Schwan Food Co. that Delkor’s 
equipment will be forming and closing.   800-328-5558   delkorsystems.com



While profit took a hit last year, the company says the decision is paying off in business that wouldn’t have been there 
except for the new equipment that could be displayed and demonstrated at national trade shows last fall.  

New orders started flowing again with the start of this year. A dairy in Ecuador placed a $1 million order for yogurt 
packaging equipment. Another $2.7 million order came from a food company in New Jersey, to name two. Since last 
fall, the company added 17 workers to keep up with the work. Its workforce is now at 96 and is expected to keep 
growing. 

Three of the innovations the company has rolled out are focused on carton technology, allowing clients to package 
their food products more quickly and with more precision. One machine allows companies to make changes package 
sizes in just minutes, reducing costly downtime on production lines. 
Delkor also developed technology that reduces materials used to ship products, a key to minimizing packaging costs 
that is also environmentally friendly. 

By ramping up product development in the first half of 2009, when business was slowest, Delkor was able to com-
plete some designs in time to exhibit at fall trade shows in Chicago and Las Vegas. 

It was there that officials from Schwan Food Co., the frozen-food giant in Marshall. Minn., had a chance to see the 
designs for the first time. They decided to buy a packaging line from Delkor that allows for shorter changeover times 
in forming about a dozen different shapes and sizes of boxes for ice-cream sandwiches and bars, with varying types 
of material. 
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A Schwan’s package drops into the hands of Justin Marquardt, left, as Arman Koehler, right, watches as they test and set up a 
customer line at Delkor Systems in Circle Pines on April 16, 2010.



The packaging is new for Schwan’s and represents “an opportunity for growth in the marketplace,” said William 
Henry, Schwan’s director of engineering programs for the company’s global supply chain. 

In order to keep the company’s ice-cream brand fresh and competitive in the marketplace, Schwan’s needed to find 
flexible packaging options. “As we work to expand our ice cream business into new distribution channels, variations 
in our packaging configurations are required. The Delkor equipment will add those capabilities and enable Schwan’s 
to take advantage of these business opportunities,” 
Henry explained in an e-mail. 

Wayzata-based Cargill uses another Delkor develop-
ment, called Intelligent Position, to package its Truvia-
brand natural sweetener. 

Truvia’s white rectangular carton has a hood that closes 
over the top of the box. The flip-top presents a particu-
lar problem in packaging as it goes through the machin-
ery. If it is off just a hair, the sealing will be off, or the 
package graphics won’t line up, or the carton won’t be 
perfectly square. 

Delkor’s engineers figured out how to build a machine 
that would electronically monitor the position of each 
individual carton and make the appropriate adjustments 
at high speed to guarantee a symmetric seal. The ma-
chine makes adjustments on individual cartons, even at 
a rate of speed of 150 cartons per minute. 

Because they could take some mechanical parts out 
of the process, the equipment is more compact and 35 
percent lighter than before. Delkor since has decided to 
incorporate the technology in all the carton “closing” 
machines it sells. 
As retailers such as Wal-Mart call for less packaging 
used in shipping, Delkor came up with technology that 
allows companies to package their food products with 
less material. 

Smart Balance is one example. Delkor’s solution allowed the company to get rid of wasteful cardboard boxes and 
ship the containers of buttery spread on flat cardboard platforms, with temporary adhesives holding each container in 
place and a shrink wrap over the whole thing, thereby reducing packaging material. 

After a 90-day demonstration, the company ordered eight new packaging lines. 

Three area manufacturers are bucking bad times (cont)

Complete story can be found at http://www.twincities.com/breaking-news/ci_14993629
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packaging innovation at work.

BRCHr1:05-2010




