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OPERATIONS

W
by Charlotte Atchley

While wholesale bakeries supplying center-store bread 
aisles saw a sales boom in 2020, those businesses that 
serve mostly foodservice and in-store bakeries went 
through a different experience. None was more pub-
lic than the challenging year ARYZTA endured. But 
while the Zurich-based company underwent leadership 
changes and restructuring, subsidiary ARYZTA North 
America (ANA) quietly pivoted its operations to bet-
ter serve its in-store bakery and foodservice customers. 
That ability to quickly assess, adapt and innovate has 
ANA emerging with a strategy for the future and new 
ownership on the horizon. In March, it was announced 
that private equity firm Lindsay Goldberg will be ac-
quiring ANA. The deal is set to close before the end of 
summer. 

This story is most apparent in how the company’s 
La Brea Bakery brand weathered the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic. La Brea Bakery supplies bread 
to in-store bakeries as well as a range of foodservice 
customers, so a slump would be expected. And it did 
at the beginning of the pandemic. But plans to expand 
its Take & Bake line and renewed consumer interest in 
artisan breads empowered the company to shift gears 
and innovate its way to future growth. 

Innovation at the right time
To say the pandemic affected La Brea Bakery and 
ANA’s business would be an understatement. 

“It was a big impact for two main reasons in the 
grocery store,” said Chris Prociv, ANA’s senior vice 
president of marketing, innovation and research and 
development. “La Brea Bakery is in the in-store bak-
ery where bakers bake up our product, and that labor 
was constrained, so our breads weren’t being baked as 
consistently as they were in the past. And secondly, our 

By staying true to the artisan process 
while streamlining its operations, ARYZTA 
North America rises out of the COVID-19 
pandemic more determined than ever.

package is an open bag, which was a real problem in the 
early days of the pandemic.” 

While ANA offered in-store bakery customers best 
practices for wrapping La Brea Bakery’s open-bagged 
product, the Take & Bake line provided a way to meet 
consumers’ desire for artisan bread while still assuag-
ing their food safety concerns. The par-baked prod-
ucts come in a sealed package and can either be baked 
at home within a few days or frozen for later, allowing 
consumers to enjoy them at their leisure without wor-
rying about shelf life. This insight was confirmed dur-
ing a fortuitously scheduled consumer focus group on 
March 11, 2020, that gave ANA an early view into how 
COVID-19 was changing consumers’ priorities when it 
came to bread. 

“Our original objective was to optimize the Take & 
Bake line of the business because we knew it had the 
most opportunity,” Ms. Prociv said. “But when con-
sumers came in, all of a sudden they were into hygiene, 
so the focus group naturally encompassed the new per-
spective people had and what this meant for how this 
product could fit into this new environment.” 

Since then, the Take & Bake line has seen double-
digit growth, proving to ANA that it had been under-
leveraged and was hitting all of consumers’ buttons. 
While ANA already planned to grow the Take & Bake 
product and invest in La Brea Bakery’s operations to 
support that initiative, the consumer response during 
the pandemic made that project even more urgent. 

Investing in automation
La Brea Bakery started out as an artisan bakery and 
remains committed to its mother starter and the long 
fermentation times its breads require for optimal qual-
ity. This commitment, however, hasn’t stopped the 

Automation at La 
Brea Bakery’s Van 
Nuys, Calif., facility 
has enabled La Brea 
Bakery to increase 
capacity and expand 
its product portfolio. 
Photos by Kevin Montjoy
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company from automating where appropriate. During 
the past four years, capital spending has been driven by 
a need to keep up with growth, streamline efficiencies 
and improve employee safety. However, that has never 
come at the cost of La Brea Bakery’s artisan heart. 

“Baking is an art and a science; it’s not one or the 
other,” said Marcus Garcia, bakery director for La Brea 
Bakery’s facility in Van Nuys, Calif., where it recently 
installed a new automated packaging line. “If you have 
one more than the other, you will struggle, and some-
times it’s too late, and you’ve engineered out that flex-
ibility, and it starts impacting your product. It’s definitely 
something we focus on that we never want to impact the 
quality of our product or the safety of our employees.”

 Overall, the Van Nuys bakery spans 130,000 square 
feet, housing three production lines. Line 1 produces 
breads with the longest fermentation time. Take & Bake 

products run on Lines 2 and 3, which can run simulta-
neously. While Line 3 runs Take & Bake product, it is 
mostly used for breads and rolls such as torta rolls, sub 
rolls, sliders and baguettes for foodservice customers. 
The Van Nuys bakery employs 277 people. 

While the pandemic delayed the possibility of certain 
improvements, an installation that could not be put on 
hold was in the investment in the Take & Bake prod-
ucts and a more automated packaging operation. Before 
the installation, the packaging process for Take & Bake 
products included work in progress, or WIP.  Product 
that couldn’t be packaged right away would be shuffled 
aside and then sent back through the line to be packaged 
when there was time. 

To keep up but also bolster capacity, La Brea Bakery 
installed an additional Ilapak Delta overwrap machine 
and relocated its current Ilapak wrapper along with 
transfer conveyors to feed product from Lines 2 and 
3. The bakery also connected Line 3 to the overwrap 
equipment, giving La Brea Bakery the flexibility to ex-
pand the Take & Bake volume. 

“The new equipment has given the bakery the oppor-
tunity to simplify and streamline our labor as a result 
of eliminating the WIP,” Mr. Garcia explained. “Prior 
to automation, this WIP was typically processed at an 
overtime rate. With the automation and the streamlined 
process, we have eliminated the overtime.” 

To maintain the traditional artisan quality, La Brea 
Bakery’s breads are baked using the same artisanal tech-
niques as when the recipes were originally created.

(From left) Heriberto 
Ballesteros, warehouse/

inventory/planning; 
Prakash Patel, food safety 

and quality assurance 
manager; Marcus Garcia, 

bakery director; Gilberto 
Gonzalez, production 

and packaging manager; 
Jerry Vega, maintenance 

manager; Steve Trang, 
sanitation manager, and 

Evelyn Solorio, human 
resources manager, 

oversee operations at the 
Van Nuys, Calif., bakery. 

Ice from the bakery’s new system keeps the dough cool and saves the 
bakery thousands of dollars during hot California summers. 
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“That means we’ll have a product with that great qual-
ity sour taste and bite,” Mr. Garcia said of Line 1. “It runs 
baguettes, large boules, different sizes and shapes.” 

While Line 1 does have that versatility, Line 2 is the 
most flexible line, producing focaccia, ciabatta, small 
dinner rolls, loaves and baguettes 

The automated packaging equipment may be the lat-
est installation, but since Baking & Snack’s last visit to 
Van Nuys in 2017, the bakery has been busy investing 
in ways to become more efficient and improve quality. 
The bakery installed larger Sancassiano batch mixers 
that the internal team rebuilt. What used to be mixed 
in three batches, the operation can now mix in two. Not 
only is the bakery producing more dough, but it’s mak-
ing things easier on employees. 

“We manually transfer the dough, so by only doing 
two batches instead of three, people aren’t moving as 
much dough,” Mr. Garcia said. 

The mixers are all fed by an ingredient management 
system. Line 3 uses a Zeppelin system. Flour is stored 
in two silos for Lines 1 and 2 and three silos for Line 3. 
Additionally, the starter is held in a series of tanks feed-
ing all lines. La Brea Bakery’s starter ferments for several 
hours before being added. This is one place where the 
artisan method will not be compromised. 

“Time is very critical to our process, and with ex-
panding automation, we didn’t lose sight of that,” said 
Gilberto Gonzalez, production and packaging man-
ager at Van Nuys. “We stayed true to our tradition and 
legacy  of our signature starter. It still takes roughly 
24 hours from start to finish to make a La Brea Bakery 

product.” 
Another critical element in the process is ice because 

dough time and temperature of La Brea Bakery’s prod-
ucts are tightly controlled. A new 10-tonne Northstar 
machine can keep up with the bakery’s demand for ice 
during even the hottest California summers, saving the 
bakery money. 

“In the past, we would build pallets of ice and store it 
in our freezer, and on many occasions, we had to pur-
chase ice externally at a cost of $2,000 per pallet to keep 
our bakery in operation,” Mr. Garcia explained. 

Afterward, the dough is fed to one of three Rheon 
makeup lines, which maintain the delicate structure 
of the artisan doughs by using gravity to move them 
through the system. Lines 1 and 2 are original Rheon 
sheeting lines dating back to 1998, when La Brea 
Bakery started the Van Nuys facility. 

After makeup, product spends a number of hours 
in the Iteca or Capway proofers before entering one of 
several Daub or Heuft deck ovens the bakery has. After 
baking, the product is checked by the new Sightline 
vision system, an investment in Mr. Garcia’s commit-
ment to efficiency and continuous improvement. 

“My background is in Six Sigma lean manufactur-
ing, so data is really important for making decisions 
and having the right sample size,” he said. “Prior to this 
data we were making decisions on a small sample size, 
and we weren’t able to make good decisions.” 

The new vision system provides a sample size en-
compassing 100% of the product coming off all three 
production lines and rejects product that is out of spec. 

Left: Baguettes leave 
the oven to cool 
before entering the 
packaging area.
Right: Robotics enable 
the Van Nuys bakery 
team to keep up with 
increased capacity. 
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Monitors in the makeup and packaging departments 
display visual guides to show operators if the product is 
within specifications. 

“Our employees love it,” Mr. Garcia said. “It’s a commu-
nication tool to tell where we’re at with waste in real time.” 

After baking, product is cooled on an IJ White spi-
ral cooler before traveling in the IJ White spiral freezer. 
Product is then packaged manually on Line 1 or au-
tomatically on Lines 2 and 3 before being checked by 
metal detection and delivered to customers. 

A culture of safety and sanitation
ANA’s automation at La Brea Bakery’s Van Nuys facil-
ity is an outgrowth of the culture Mr. Garcia has in-
stilled in the bakery. Starting at La Brea Bakery in 2014 
as the bakery’s first continuous improvement manager, 

Mr. Garcia brought his Lean Six Sigma manufacturing 
background to bear on the artisan bakery. As bakery 
director, he’s implemented a culture of employee and 
food safety first and streamlined operations using data 
and automation to always be improving efficiencies. 

“When we shifted our focus to start everything we 
do with people and food safety first, our numbers really 
started to flourish as well,” he said. “We hit numbers we 
had not seen before. Every change we make starts with 
the people and food safety and the results come with 
that. Everything else falls in line.” 

In prioritizing safety, La Brea Bakery adheres to 
what Mr. Garcia calls 6S principles, or 5S + Safety, add-
ing Safety as the sixth S in the 5S principles of Sort, Set 
in order, Shine, Standardize and Sustain. 

“Six S not only helps the bakery promote efficient 
working environments but also establishes a sustain-
able culture of safety,” he said. 

Many programs now ensure both human and food 
safety is guarded. FSQA Manager Prakash Patel noted 
that the company developed a toolkit that allows all 
employees to access the most recent human and food 
safety standards as well as the most updated ANA poli-
cies. Every employee must complete 12 hours of train-
ing each year across multiple disciplines: environmen-
tal, health, safety and security, food safety and quality, 
and human resources and people. For quality assur-
ance, random samples of product from every line and 
shift are reviewed daily in the sensory room and evalu-
ated for taste, appearance and how well they adhere to 
product specifications. 

All of this effort has led to dramatic improvements in 
key performance indicators (KPIs).

“First pass quality, customer complaints and foreign 
material complaints have all improved over industry lead-
ing numbers year over year since 2019,” Mr. Garcia said. 

Top: The Take & Bake 
product line saw huge 

growth during the 
pandemic, resulting 
in a fully automated 

packaging line in the 
Van Nuys facility. 

Bottom: Despite the 
automated facility, La 

Brea Bakery holds 
true to its artisan 
roots by refusing 

to compromise its 
mother starter or 

the time its products 
need to achieve their 

signature flavor. 
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The BRC-AA certified bakery has a robust sanita-
tion program. In addition, operators are responsible for 
cleaning their own production lines. This autonomous 
sanitation mentality empowers employees to take own-
ership of their equipment. 

“If we pass the buck to someone else maybe the qual-
ity of that work isn’t going to be as good as someone 
who is invested in that line running how it should and 
performing how it should,” Mr. Garcia explained. 

A culture of teamwork
To enact this shift toward safety and continuous im-
provement, the leadership team at Van Nuys has got-
ten creative. For training, the team read two books  — 
Who Moved My Cheese? by Dr. Spencer Johnson and 
The Energy Bus by Jon Gordon — and discussed how 
those books could be helpful to the current and future 
vision of the bakery. 

“Many employees to this day acknowledge how these 
books have helped them and that they’ve shared these 
books with their families and friends,” Mr. Garcia said. 
“My whole family has also read both books.”  

For the new equipment, La Brea Bakery also ap-
pointed subject matter experts for each equipment in-
vestment to support its startup. 

“Everything we do we strive to keep it simple, and 
that includes new equipment training, which really 
starts with good planning and early input from the 
floor level process owners from our operators, mainte-
nance and sanitation,” Mr. Garcia said. 

The leadership team also approached safety by lead-
ing by example through a Super Support program and 
the Alchemy Coach Observations platform. As a part 
of the Super Support program, managers and supervi-
sors at Van Nuys have all worked in frontline positions, 
walking in their employees’ shoes. Supervisors and 
every member of the leadership team have performed 
each job in the bakery, and that has fostered connec-
tion between employees and management. 

“We truly get to understand the challenges employ-
ees go through on a daily basis,” Mr. Garcia said. “You 
would be surprised once employees see you doing the 
job, the connection takes place and ideas and challeng-
es are shared, and opportunities start to blossom.” 

Managers and supervisors also use Alchemy Coach’s 
pre-built training observations to coach employees on 
safety, GMPs and SOPs, and to help measure training 
effectiveness. 

Communication has also been critical to fostering a 
culture of teamwork. Bakery directors, including Mr. 
Garcia, adhere to the system of accountability, which 
helps managers communicate goals to direct reports 
and assign work. La Brea Bakery managers also com-

municate with the QQTR acronym to guide plant com-
munication, which clarifies what is expected of employ-
ees: Quantity, how many; Quality, how well; Time, by 
when, and Resources, with what. This helps managers 
and employees avoid confusion and monitor progress. 

“To be honest, we spend a lot of time discussing 
and coaching, strategizing with our Van Nuys man-
agers and leadership team on how together we can 
cascade top-down and bottom-up,” Mr. Garcia said. 

“The system of accountability and QQTR really gives 
us the foundations that we require to create the desired 
culture.” 

With all of this investment, it is no surprise that La 
Brea Bakery has low employee turnover. Taking care of 
employees and making sure they feel heard is a priority 
of Mr. Garcia’s. 

“I run a town hall where I have lunch with employ-
ees, and it’s just a listening session,” he said. “From 
there I can understand what’s going on in the bakery 
and how we can make their lives easier.” 

A culture of continuously improving
With all these programs, La Brea Bakery’s Van Nuys 
facility has implemented some lean manufacturing 
systems to optimize the automation it’s invested in and 
take the bakery’s production to the next level. 

The bakery’s Lean Operations Blueprint manages 
production flow and operations. This checklist of 132 
items rests on four pillars that drive process improve-
ment: daily tracking for daily improvements, eliminate 
root cause permanently, process standardization/mis-
take proofing and never-ending continuous improve-
ment. With the investment in the Sightline vision sys-
tem, La Brea Bakery has more data than ever to support 
its culture of daily, small improvements. 

Mr. Garcia said eliminating the root cause of errors 
keeps the bakery staff from “putting out fires” (meta-
phorically, of course). In pursuit of that goal, the Van 
Nuys team converted a storage area into a First-Attempt-
In-Learning (FAIL) brainstorming room where line op-
erators involved in reoccurring errors use lean manufac-

“TIME IS VERY CRITICAL TO 
OUR PROCESS, AND WITH 
EXPANDING AUTOMATION, WE 
DIDN’T LOSE SIGHT OF THAT.”
Gilberto Gonzalez, La Brea Bakery
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turing methodology to strategize how to improve. 
“It’s about learning from our failures,” Mr. Garcia ex-

plained. “In manufacturing there are so many opportu-
nities to fail, and we don’t learn and then it reoccurs. So 
we really work on learning from our failures, and we do 
a lot of analysis and breathing and taking a step back and 
spend the time to make sure we do countermeasures or 
one-point lessons and share our training.” 

After every audit and project, the Van Nuys team de-
briefs to determine what was done well and what could 
have been done better, and then shares that with the other 
15 bakeries ANA runs in North America in the hopes 
that the same mistakes aren’t being repeated. With Kaizen 
events, data collection and the FAIL room, the Van Nuys 
team is always looking to standardize and improve. 

Seeing a bright future
With La Brea Bakery’s Van Nuys facility equipped to 
handle more capacity and the end of the pandemic 
in sight, ANA is nothing but optimistic. Channels 
that experienced a slump are starting to bounce back. 
Consumers have rediscovered not just a love of bread 
but a passion for artisan bread. And the ANA customer 
development and marketing teams have not been idle. 
Innovation is leading the way at ANA as it focuses on 
being customer-centric, building strategic long-term 
partnerships, focusing on growth customers and its 
core categories. 

“Our teams have an opportunity because we’ve 
learned from the past and adapted, and now we can 
provide solutions that will continue to meet consumers’ 
needs,” Ms. Prociv said. “We need to really work closely 
with our retail customers and our consumers. We listen 
to what their needs are and provide them with the solu-
tions that they’re looking for.” 

With the support of its new owner, Lindsay 
Goldberg, ANA will be even more empowered to meet 
its customers’ needs. 

“They have the same strategic thoughts we do to 
grow our business and invest in it, which you see in 
Van Nuys,” Ms. Prociv said. “Our future is exciting. 
We’re going to be able to put resources against growth 
and maybe even some new categories after we maxi-
mize our opportunities in the short term.” 

With a focus on customers and innovating within its 
core categories, ANA is building on La Brea Bakery’s 
successful pivot and efficiencies to leave 2020 behind 
but not forgotten. 

La Brea Bakery has 
invested in equipment 

that handles the dough 
gently to preserve 

the artisan structure 
developed in long 

fermentation times. 

Monitors keep  
operators informed in 

real time of product 
quality. This data 

provides tight control 
over the process. 
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