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On September 18, 2013, 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 publisher Mary Huss.

Q: Why is the Bay area a good place for 
manufacturing companies?

Kevin Kelly:� Proximity to customers is 
important. My customers are an hour and a 
half from me. If they have a manufacturing 
emergency, I can respond. My competition, if 
it’s on the East Coast or somewhere else, it can 
take 2 or 3 days for them to respond. 

When my father was running the company, it 
was him and the production workers. We have 
six, seven engineers now. Engineers come to 
the Bay Area. I can find good engineers in the 
Bay Area who can help in manufacturing, help 
create new polymers, help differentiate our 
packaging by figuring out how to use lasers to 
extend shelf life. I can’t find those in Texas. 

Having a hub of suppliers and customers 
that are close to you, and having R&D in 
house is fantastic. Some small companies 
outsource R&D, often working with 
Berkeley and Livermore labs. Having R&D 
so readily available, and tapping into that, 
happens primarily because we are in the 
Bay Area.

—Karen Burns

Jane Metcalfe:� Being in the Bay Area, 
being at the absolute red-hot center of food 
innovation in the country, and possibly the 
world, has been an extraordinary opportunity 
for us – just having the opportunity to talk 
about packaging opportunities or systems and 
people that can help us grow our business. 

There’s a reason we are willing to pay a 
premium to be in the Bay Area. It’s innovation. 
The whole world looks to us for what the next 

thing is. It feels like everybody looks to the 
Bay Area for a taste of the future.

Karen Burns:� You can’t find a more 
innovative place than the Silicon Valley. 
Manufacturing close to where innovation 
happens is key. That’s why we’ve seen a lot of 
re-shoring happening. Companies think it will 
be less expensive to manufacture abroad, until 
they lose control of their IP, until there is a 
quality issue, until there are rising costs of fuel 
to get the product back to the states after it is 
manufactured. 

Q: how does manufacturing local, in the 
Bay area, play as an advantage?

Mark Dwight:� San Francisco is an essential 
part of our branding. In my business, most 
manufacturing of fashion accessories, apparel, 
footwear, is made in anonymous factories in 
Asia. In fact, many of them are made in the 
same factories, so there is no differentiation. 
There’s a lot of mixing that goes on there, and 
things start to look very homogenous. 

So we use this notion “we make what we sell”, 
and it isn’t coming from the same factories 
that all the other brands are coming from. 
Most brands in our business today are simply 
marketers; they are not makers.

Our factory is our primary marketing 
vehicle. We invite everyone in to come 
and see what we do. I tell people I’m not 
just in manufacturing. I’m in show business.

—Mark Dwight

Jane Metcalfe:� I think of our factory as our 
biggest marketing operation. As of June 30, 

over 150,000 people came into the factory at 
Pier 17 in 2013. Last year 11 million people 
walked up and down the Embarcadero.

There are people from all over the world 
who now know about TCHO chocolate 
because they just wandered down the 
street and we said “free chocolate,” and 
they said “I’m in.”

—Jane Metcalfe

Robin Azevedo:� I would not leave the City. 
“Made Locally” has been a great marketing 
statement for us. “Know the maker” is a 
great phrase. Our tag line is “locally made, 
universally adored.”

Q: What are some of your top challenges?

Kevin Kelly:� We worry about customer 
consolidation and what that could potentially 
do to us. I’m worried about productivity. I’m 
worried about quality. Cash keeps me up at 
night. Ever since 2008, I watch what’s in the 
bank really, really closely.

When you manufacture, it’s sort of 
like a sports game all day long. To us, 
everything is competition. There’s a lot 
of noise in the mattress industry, so it’s 
learning how to hold us up and separate 
ourselves.

—Robin Azevedo

I worry about the work force a lot. If we lost 
a plant manager, where do I find a new plant 
manager? While companies were going out of 
business in our sector, we were able to grab 
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the best of those people. We’ve harvested that. 
But where do I go to get the next generation? 
They are not obviously out there. We’ve 
begun to form relationships with universities 
with programs focused on packaging, where 
industrial engineers are being graduated. 
We’re finding we have to bring people in at 
lower levels, train them up and train them in 
our culture.

Robin Azevedo:� We had an employee we 
hired to work for us in human resources. 
She had a background working with union 
employees in the hospitality industry. She’s 
now in charge of manufacturing. That’s a 
person I would be worried about if she would 
leave. Where do you find talent like that?

Q: What incentives and resources, 
financial or otherwise, are available to 
manufacturing companies?

Michael Shabaka:� We are a resource in 
terms of special funding that may come out 
for specific types of programs, such as ETP 
(employee training program), for example, 
which is through the State, and also a special 
biotech medical device grant. 

We are a door and a resource for 
manufacturers that don’t know where to 
go. We focus on small and mid-sized 
businesses in Northern California. We 
help manufacturers innovate, improve 
their processes and help retain jobs. 
Because we are nonprofit, the delivery 
of our services is very different from a 
regular consultant. We come in and do 
an assessment, which often is free.

—Michael Shabaka

Kevin Kelly:� There are wild incentives in 
California that many manufacturers don’t 
know about. For instance, the PUC has a 
program administered by Lockheed Martin. 
We invested in a $4.5 million printing press 
last year. Lockheed Martin will do an energy 
audit, looking at how much energy you’re 
saving using the new equipment vs. the 
equipment it’s replacing. Ours happens to be 
from 1969. Through the PUC we received 
$200,000 back on that piece of equipment. We 
put in a piece of push and control equipment 
and $300,000 was virtually paid for by the 
PUC. I don’t think that incentive is widely 
known. We go back to it every year.

Karen Burns:� Understanding when things 
expire and when new things come into play 
is key to planning. For example, the sales tax 
exemption will be increased and effective 
state-wide beginning July 1, 2014. This will 
allow for a sales tax exemption when you buy 
manufacturing R&D equipment. If you buy 
equipment before December 31, 2013 you can 
get extra depreciation. You will want to talk to 
your CPA and make the best business decision.

Q: What role does technology play in your 
operations, and how do you stay ahead of 
the curve?

Mark Dwight:� Internet technology has made 
it much easier to go direct to consumer, and 
it’s made it easier for the consumer to go direct 
to the manufacturer. That dialogue is vitally 
important to us.

Robin Azevedo:� One of the things we are 
struggling with now is our IT system, our 
software. IT changes and decisions come about 
every 3 years. We’re looking for a software 
system that when someone makes a purchase 
will take us from production to the delivery to 
invoicing.

Jane Metcalfe:� Systems can improve 
your business, whether it is ERP systems, 
inventory control, IT systems, or whether 
it is new equipment. The way to build a 
profitable business is continued investment 
in information systems, infrastructure 
and equipment, and having a really good 
forecasting system. Not getting ahead of your 
growth is a big trick, whatever you can do to 
get tighter and tighter on your information and 
your production. Make as big an investment as 
you can possibly support in the most leading-
edge, best capability, and then drive your 
business towards that equipment.

Q: how does being in the Bay area allow 
you to have access to the most leading edge 
technology and equipment?

Part of being in the Bay Area is that you 
have access to that thinking and that 
equipment. We’re looking at buying a 
digital printing press that prints in lots 
of one, changes over in one image as 
opposed to 5,000. The company that 
makes those presses is Hewlett Packard, 
and they are right across the Bay. We’ve 
been talking to them for about 15 years. 
I’m hoping to finalize a deal to buy one of 
the first presses that’s put in the U.S.

—Kevin Kelly

Mark Dwight:� We are seeing a renaissance of 
micro manufacturing, driven by technology. 
Take 3D desktop printing. Within five years 
you will be able to print just about anything 
that can be made out of plastic or metal in a 
machine that costs a thousand dollars. It will 
print multi colors. It will be a serviceable part. 
Whether it is 3D printing or laser cutting, or 
in our case we’re getting into fabric printing, 
those digital technologies are taking the price 
performance on a steep curve down. You’ll be 
able to have a factory in your garage, not just 
to start a company in your garage. 

Micro manufacturing has a huge future in the 
US, and some of them ultimately will become 
the medium and large-sized businesses as they 

prove out their businesses and invest in their 
capability.

Karen Burns:� No question 3D printing is 
advanced manufacturing, and it is becoming 
much more accessible and affordable. A key 
element is getting that spare part and fixing 
something quickly, or producing something 
once. But it really has an impact on R&D. It 
used to be when a manufacturer wanted to 
produce a new line, they had to create all the 
tools and dies and run a line for a while to 
see if it all works, and that takes months. 3D 
printing has shortened the R&D process from 
months to weeks, from weeks to days. It’s 
all about who’s first to market when you’re 
producing things. ■

Tips

1 The East Bay Manufacturing Group 
(EBMG) is a resource for East Bay 
manufacturing business owners 
to network with peers, share 
industry specific best practices 
and promote innovative changes 
in the regional business climate. 
(eastbaymanufacturinggroup.com)

2 SF Made is a great resource for San 
Francisco and Peninsula manufacturers 
that encourages entrepreneurship and 
innovation. (sfmade.org)

3 Manex is a Manufacturing Extension 
Partnership (MEP) which assists in 
getting money from the government 
and into the manufacturers’ hands. 
They are also a great resource for 
specific types of programs, such as 
Employee Training Program (ETP). 
(manexconsulting.com)

4 The Bay Area is a great place to 
become a beta or alpha testing site 
with new innovative software for your 
company. Being a technology pioneer 
is a good differentiator from your 
competitors.

5 Talk to your CPA to understand when 
certain incentives will expire and 
when new ones come into play. Some 
benefits for purchasing equipment 
expire in 2013, while new incentives 
will be available in 2014. 

read the complete transcript at www.ssfllp.com
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We use the 
same equipment
for every client.
While every business is different,
when it comes to accounting a
thoughtful approach can help.

For over thirty years, we’ve started
every client relationship by learning
about their specific industry.

Because when a partnership is 
founded on understanding, that’s when
things really kick into gear.


