Tops m Chops

Calumet Diversified Meats uses modern technology
and old-fashioned values to corner the chop market

By Heidi Parsons

f “The Graduate” were

re-filmed today, the ad-

vice Dustin Hoffman's
character receives from the
family friend at the cockrail
party would be “niche mar-
keting,” not “plastics.” The
term allows considerable
room for interpretation, but
niche marketing generally
means becoming a bigger fish
in a smaller pond; doing one
thing or serving one group's
needs so well that no one else
can come close.

Chicago purveyor Cal-
umet Diversified Meats has
found its niche in a limited
line of top quality, portion-
controlled pork products quarterbacked
by a rookie player: the center cut chop.
The remarkable thing about this item’s
leadership role is how it got there,

Larry Becker, executive vice presi-
clent, says that abour 3 years ago, a cou-
ple of Calumet's restaurant chain
customers decided to add pork chops o
their programs, and they asked Calumer
to supply them.

“They showed us what they wanted,
and we produced what we thought wasa
great pork chop,” Becker explains.
“They told us it wasn't so great, but they
kept working with us until we achieved a
superior product. [ think they were will-
ing to do that because we were willing.
We'resmall, we're here all the time (Bam
to 5es), and we offer a lot of personal
attention.”

Calumet landed one of its largest
customers, a national HRI account, for
similar reasons. " They asked us to bid,
and we initlally lost them based on
price,” Becker recalls. “But their sup-
plier was inconsistent, and they came to
us from time to time when they
couldn’t get what they wanted else-

Operations director Stan Tokarz holds a box of portion control
pork chops, cut to exact weight by the APC behind him,

where, Eventually, the management
changed, and they rebid the contract.
We got it, even though we weren't the
lowest bidder.™

As fattering as that kind of respect
may be, Becker and Calumet President

Jerry Klein say no firm will ever have

more than 20% of their business be-
cause they don't believe in relving on
only one customer.

Not resting on laurels

Inthe 14 years since they founded the
company, Calumet’s management has
learned not to take anything for granted,
The firm supplies the nation’s top 50
toodservice distributors, and “they need
to be assured that once the product is
sald, it's sold,” says Klein, “So we go a
step beyond the Meat Buyers Guide
specs, We don't have returns because of
inconsistency.”

“Even though we deal in commoclity-
type praduct, our further processing of
the product makes it special,” Becker
argues. Calumet buys top quality, spe-
cially trimmed product—for which they
pay & premium—trom the major pack-

ers, then does “the tedious
custom work, such as fat trim-
ming and cutting back the
chine bone, that others don't
do because they lack the time
or the motivation,”” he says.

Klein adds that Calumet
has extra QC people on its
production lines to see that
product is inspected at each
point in the process. Grading
and sizing are done on every
item. The firm processes,
packages, and freezes all fresh
product that comes in each
day by the close of business
that day, “even if it requires
overtime, which is a killer
[cost-wise] in this industry,”
notes Becker.

After prepping and before
slicing, pork loins are overwrapped twice
in heavy plastic film, then frozen in a
blast freezer that the firm recently built
itself. Converted from a holding freezer,
the blast freezer can handle 60,000 lbs,
in 16 hours, All boneless product is vac-
uum-packaged on a Tiromat.

"We're constantly upgrading our
equipment,”’ Klein says. "We've gone to
computerized weight control, order tak-
ing, and bar code scanning.” Yet, the
firm's QA standards require that every
invoice is also manually checked for cor-
rect pricing and weight.

Quality control extends all the way to
the boxes in which product is packed.
When an employee packs a box, he
marks his code number on it so it car be
followed through distribution in case a
question arises. Boxes are delivered o
Calumet daily to prevent them trom col-
lecting moisture, dust, and insects,
“which is inevitable if they sit around in
storage for any time,” notes Becker.
“The box is the first thing the chef sees;
it's his first impression of our product, so
it has to communicate our quality.”







