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Concept Foods Inc. is a small meat company in Alma, 
Kansas, that used to operate as Flint Hills Foods Inc. and is 
owned by Bernie Hansen and Family.  We are currently the 
sole manufacturer of Hormel Foods Inc. fully cooked, mi-
crowaveable meat entrees. Part of the reason I’ve been 
asked to address this topic is the unique history of Flint Hills 
Foods and the diverse path that has been taken to make it a 
successful company. Flint Hills Foods started in 1969 as a 
custom slaughter facility. In the early ‘70s it converted to a 
Hotel Restaurant and Institutional purveyor and led the way 
to become one of the first purveyors to provide individually 
vacuum packaged steaks to the market place in 1974. With 
the growth of business and expansion of the Alma facility, 
cutting steaks and grinding kept the company going until 
the ‘80s. 

Major changes in the company occurred during this era. 
Deliveries directly to restaurants ceased and products were 
sold to food distributors that delivered to the restaurants. 
Providing products for further processing to other local food 
manufacturers became a bigger part of the business. The 
addition of Alma Cheese company, a small cheddar and 
jack cheese production firm, and Nehring Farms, in Wa-
mego, Kansas, a regional beef jerky manufacturer and cus-
tom slaughter/processing facility, diversified the operation. 

 In the early ‘90s the Das Smokehouse line was pur-
chased and moved to the Wamego facility. This included a 
full line of premium cooked natural casing sausages that, 
along with the jerky products, made up our retail product 
line. In addition, a variety of restructured deli loaf products 
were added, which were sold whole or pre-sliced. At this 
time, the custom slaughter and processing business in the 
Wamego plant was terminated. This plant was thereafter 
devoted to production of fully cooked value added prod-
ucts.  With the addition of fully cooked sausages combined 
with the natural cheeses we produced, a flourishing gift box 

business was established.  

Sales focused more on the end customer and customized 
products for regional restaurant chains.  Instead of produc-
ing products for distributors and letting the distributor find 
markets for the product, we directed our efforts to the needs 
of restaurant chains that would, in turn, identify which dis-
tributor would carry the product for them. This included the 
first venture into fully cooked entrees for the food service 
industry. 

The mid-‘90s saw the start of a shift to fully cooked en-
trees for retail sales and expansion of grinding and patty 
operations for co-packing branded patties. By the late ‘90s 
retail production of fully cooked entrees was the company’s 
primary focus. This was realized by addition of equipment 
to automate the fully cooked entrée production lines. It also 
resulted in sale of the cheese plant, removal of the frozen 
patty line, and dropping the steak cutting operation. The 
production focus for the Alma facility was to produce prod-
ucts that would be cooked and final packed in the Wamego 
facility.  This was also the time that a relationship with 
Hormel was established, and the entrees were sold and 
marketed under their label. 

In this brief history of Concept Foods you can identify 
some of the things that it takes to be a successful small 
business. The first strategy is to remain flexible. This is evi-
dent by the changes that have occurred at Concept Foods 
over the last 30 some years. Don’t write off a business op-
portunity just because you’re not an expert in the field. In 
the case of the cheese plant, it was purchased at a very fa-
vorable time. Emphasis was changed to retail sales, which 
allowed for a higher profit margin. When we needed assis-
tance with production questions and quality issues we 
turned to university extension dairy products personnel and 
consultants who had cheese expertise. With upgrading of 
equipment and expansion of the facility a nice profit was 
made on the sale of that plant. This same opportunity may 
exist for a small meat plant. With a change of market focus 
and management style it could become a successful busi-
ness venture. 

There are some small meat companies that have been 
created that have no production facilities or equipment. An 
entrepreneur had a product idea, a formulation, and a mar-
ket for their product and decided to have the product pro-
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duced by a co-packer. Many people may not realize how 
many of the large meat companies have co-packers produce 
products sold under their label. Some of these products are 
products that they have developed, but don’t have enough 
production time in their plants to actually make the product 
themselves. Or, it may be a product developed by a smaller 
company and a larger company decided to market the 
product under their label. 

The market for branded organic or natural products is out 
there, but it’s not large enough to have the volume a large 
company would need to consider manufacturing.  There-
fore, it will most likely be serviced by small businesses. 
Many farmers and ranchers who raise certain animals want 
to sell a branded product and are looking for places where 
they can have the animals processed and packaged under 
their label. Along these same lines, there is a small but 
growing market for exotic meats such as buffalo and ostrich. 
The niche market where these products are sold will proba-
bly always be serviced by smaller businesses.  

The meat industry is more than just processing plants. 
There are many small businesses that support the industry 
including a number of consultants who got their start be-
cause of changes in USDA regulations. Recall all of the 
companies that were created to assist with nutritional label-
ing when it became required. The number of companies 
available to help with development of HACCP plans and 

training as well as auditing and validation of your plans has 
been another growth area facilitated by USDA regulations. 
As long as USDA continues to add more regulations there 
will be opportunities for businesses to assist small meat 
processing businesses, especially those who cannot afford 
to or do not have the technical back ground that will be 
required to meet new regulations. 

The strategies that keep existing businesses in business 
will also help new, small start-up businesses succeed. This 
includes being able to service customers better. Most of the 
time the person talking to the customer is also the one who 
makes the decisions. If a customer wants to make a change 
or try something new, he shouldn’t have to wait for the in-
formation to go through the layers of corporate management 
to get a decision. It is important to be flexible and change as 
the business climate changes. Many times when small busi-
nesses have been successful in a production area, larger 
companies start producing similar products and profit mar-
gins decline as well as product volume. The production of 
ground beef patties is a perfect example of this. For years, 
these were traditionally produced by small and medium-
sized companies, but now nearly all larger companies have 
patty operations. Profit margins have declined and many 
small companies, including ours have changed their focus 
or are no longer in business. 

 


