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Milbank, SD—Valley Queen  
Cheese Factory recently celebrated 
its 90th anniversary, a milestone 
that also corresponded with an 
increase of 25 percent in process-
ing capabilities.

Those processing capabilities 
will not come from Valley Queen’s 
traditional production but in new 
and unique products that fill con-
sumer trends or in varieties larger 
producers can’t or don’t want to 
handle, said Doug Wilke, CEO of 
Valley Queen.

“Our owners are willing to 
invest in new infrastructure capa-
ble of processing 5.5 to 6 million 
pounds of milk a day,” Wilke said. 
“Because our plant is not as large as 
some cheese plants, we’re going to 
have to do some things differently 
or more uniquely for our custom-
ers.”

The company’s modernization 
plan may have actually started 15 
years ago when the family-owned 
business switched to a corporate 
structure giving influence to an 
outside board of directors. 

While the company is still 
owned primarily by the Gonzen-
bach and Nef families, a new 
profit sharing plan allows eligible 
employees to be shareholders, too.

The corporate structure was 
constructed so Valley Queen could 
retain the legacy and heritage of 
being an independent dairy pro-
cessing company and business 
leader to the community.

When the board hired Wilke 
in December 2016, it entrusted 
him to chart the future of Valley 
Queen; that is, a full strategic plan 
for the company.

“Essentially the board asked 
the executive leadership team to 
answer three questions. Where is 
the company  today? Where do we 
want to be tomorrow? And how do 
we get there?,” Wilke said.

Studying the 90-year history of 
Valley Queen was relatively easy. 
He said the pride of the company 
was evident in employee hand-
books to city centers to award-

winning cheese contest plaques 
hanging on the walls.

“We knew the values the com-
pany was built upon,” Wilke said. 
“Our vision is to be the premier, 
privately owned dairy manufac-
turer in the US.”

The expansion spells out the 
beginning of a 12-year road map 
for executing a strategic long-term 
plan that will preserve the legacy, 
optimize the company’s base busi-
ness and invest in employees.

Optimizing Base Operations
The VQNext project is  part of 
the company’s strategy to optimize 
its base business. It is designed to 
increase throughput 25 percent, 
maximize current processes by 
adding new technology and equip-
ment, and update infrastructure of 
the plant.

The project will take the com-
pany’s processing ability to 5.5 mil-
lion pounds of milk a day. Annual 
cheese production will increase 
from 165 million to 200 million 
pounds. On the dry side, Wilke 
said the company’s whey products 
will generally increase 25 percent 
as well. The company currently 
makes 13 million pounds of WPC 
80 but will increase production to 
16 million pounds annually. Lac-
tose will increase from 45 million 
to 56 million pounds annually.

“That will round out the manu-
facturing assets of the site,” Wilke 
said. “We’re not done growing, but 
it utilizes the equipment that we 
have today.”

Valley Queen has 42 dairies 
delivering over 5.5 million pounds 
of milk a day.

“Our producers’ milk produc-
tion is growing at 4.5 to 5 percent 
a year,” Wilke said. “We’ve already 
filled 14 percent of our goal for 
increasing production 25 percent. 
You never know, but with the way 
our producers are growing, we will 
be full with our own milk again in 
3.5 to four years.”

Wilke feels good about milk 
growth in this region. He said there

is a good base of producers that 
are efficient. 

“There is ample feed and water 
and an agriculture dairy friendly 
environment here,” Wilke said. 
“There is still siting and building 
of dairies going on and some of our 
existing producers are expanding. 
We feel pretty good about it.”

South Dakota and Minnesota 
have recently added significant 
cheese production capacity.

First District Association, Litch-
field, MN, just announced its latest 
expansion plans. Agropur in Lake 
Norden, SD, recently finished its 
project that will add 6 million 
pounds of milk a day and Valley 
Queen has added one million a day.

“Look at what’s happening in 
this region. Valley Queen is pretty 
small relatively speaking,” Wilke 
said. “If we are 
going to be a 
player, the busi-
ness can’t stand 
sti l l .  Costs 
continue to go 
up, custom-
ers expect effi-
ciency, quality and competitively 
priced products.”

We had a growing milk supply, 
we had good demand from custom-
ers and we had owners who were 
willing to invest. When you put 
those three things together, it made 
a lot of sense to expand, he said.

Becoming Agile With Production
A good percentage of the product 
mix at Valley Queen has been the 
manufacture of reduced fat and 
lowfat cheese, Wilke said. That 
product line is still good but  it will 
not utilize the extra million pounds 
of milk a day.

“That reduced fat and lowfat 
business is relatively flat because 
dairy fats are good again,” Wilke 
said. 

Wilke said the company has to 
look at new products, products that 
other companies can’t make, while 
utilizing and “leveraging” the infra-
structure of the plant.

“Our vision here is not to just 
build another 6 million pound a 
day 640 cheese plant,” Wilke said. 
“We are thinking about a process 
or product that is unique to Valley 
Queen. That is ‘the something’ we 
would like to bolt onto this plant. 
Keep this base business but lever-
age the people and infrastructure 
we have to go down the line of 
value-added product.”

“Our new cheese upgrades 
enable us to help bring a new 
product to life, make our custom-
ers’ jobs easier and, allow us to 
compete in a marketplace where 
we can do a better job than some-
one else because we are far more 
efficient,” Wilke said. “All of the 
products that are in development  

Valley Queen Expands To Offer Flexibility,           
Hard-to-Make Products, While Preserving Legacy

One of the areas of strength at Valley Queen is the company’s ability to make cheese with con-
diments. 12 RELCO Curd Tables were added to Valley Queen’s production to provide greater 
flexibility to the company’s product mix and to take advantage of those strengths.

are products that our customers 
can’t get anywhere else, or because 
the customer  needs someone who 
can ramp and scale up in a rela-
tively short period of time. We’re 
glad they look at us that way.”

Consumers are looking for 
something different and Gouda has 
become a nice business from a vol-
ume perspective at Valley Queen, 
Wilke said. Havarti has, too.

“To put Gouda/Havarti into a 
blend or Gouda into a slice, or a 
Havarti into a slice, that differen-
tiates our customers in the mar-
ketplace,” Wilke said. “Those are 
really good products for us to make 
and serve a market need.”

Culture Change at Valley Queen
One of the most subtle yet major 
changes over the past two years 
is perhaps the corporate identity 
change.

No longer Valley Queen Cheese 
Factory, the company dropped  
“cheese factory” from the logo to go 

beyond cheese.
“We talk 

about transition 
and transform-
ing things. We 
took the word 
cheese out,” 
Wilke said. “We 

want to be the premier, privately-
owned dairy manufacturer in the 
US. Doesn’t say cheese. It says 
dairy manufacturing.”

There are stakeholders here who 
really want to move forward and 
grow,” Wilke said. 

“We’re not dragging people 
along into change. I think people 
are embracing where we are head-
ing. We have a rich history, we’re 
a financially sound business, we 
have a board willing to invest and 
you put all that together with a 
group of 286 employees that think 
it’s important to win and grow. It’s 
powerful,” Wilke said.

“If you can’t get everyone aligned 
on some fundamental things  that 
are non-negotiable like safety and 
quality, then it’s going to be  difficult 
to get people aligned on a sophisti-
cated business model. I don’t think 
it’s a matter of if or what’s going to 
prevent you, it’s a matter of speed 
for which it happens.”

Cheese Plant Upgrades
The expansion was a $53 mil-
lion investment in the company’s 
cheese capabilities.

“We have no choice. It’s got to 
be run right and create the effi-
ciencies we expect,” Wilke said. 
“We have to make the $53 mil-
lion we spent perform and get the 
return we need so we can move on 
to these other things.”

Wilke thinks the expansion 
has some nice features, with high 
ceilings, clean walking areas and 
aisles. 

“You can’t have a wedding recep-
tion in any room but we have good 
walking patterns and a conducive
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Since 1947, Nelson-Jameson has been a leader in the food and 
beverage industry—supplying customers with the products and

expertise they need from a single-source supplier.

Our Direct Products Technical Sales Team is comprised of 
seasoned industry professionals with over 230 years of combined 
experience in the dairy industry—117 years directly in the plant—

and expertise in ingredients, packaging, and sanitation.

Contact us today, and connect with someone 
who understands your industry!

1-800-826-8302   •   nelsonjameson.com
sales@nelsonjameson.com

Your Safe, Quality Food is Our Business.

640-pound cheese blocks are filled, pressed and conveyed to vacuum chambers all designed 
by Loos Machine. The packaging system is unique in terms of whey collection and automation.

Valley Queen
Continued from p. 10

work area to make our product the
best we can with the intention of 
creating a safer environment for 
our workers.”

Valley Queen finished an 
expansion of the its whey opera-
tions a few years ago. Wilke said 
that expansion was overbuilt at 
the time, allowing for the dollar 
concentration to go to the cheese 
plant.

“The whey plant is set up nicely. 
It’s new equipment. It looks great. 
We are really good at manufactur-
ing,” Wilke said. “We can carry 
inventories when we want, we can 
sell when we want. It’s very inten-
tional what we are doing and we’re 
very focused on it.” 

“If one of our 
customers has an idea 

for a new product, we’d 
like for them to call us 
first...We want them to 
think about what they 
want rather than what 

we make.”

—Doug Wilke,            
Valley Queen

He said the company will be 
looking at the whey side again in 
the near future.

“Are we going to go high-value, 
high-investment whey or are we 
going to focus on being the best in 
the world at 80 and lactose when it 
comes to operational excellence?” 
Wilke pondered.

The company added new silos 
and added some milk holding 
capacity, added a couple of new 
Tetra Pak cheese vats, built a room 
for new finishing tables, built a 
new packaging room, and added a 
boiler and cooling systems.

The company also expanded its 
wastewater treatment plant that 
“we believe will take us to where 
future regulations might be going.” 

VQ Flexibility And Uniqueness
Wilke says the company is really 
good at putting condiments in 
cheeses as well as combining cheeses 
like Colby and Monterey Jack.

“If one of our customers has an 
idea for a new product, we’d like 
for them to call us first. It’s really a 
customer-driven model,” he said. 
“We have to be flexible. We want 
them to think about what they 
want rather than what we make.” 

In order to be flexible, Valley 
Queen built a room that will house 
12 new RELCO TRU-FINISHTM

Curd Tables.
“We make a lot of different 

cheeses, so flexibility is really the 
key, and these tables really allow 
us to be nimble in our cheesemak-
ing,” Wilke said.

Wilke said the company has 
worked with RELCO in the past 
on several different projects.

“These tables are really impres-
sive,” Wilke said. “They are built 
well. The one thing we really like 
is that the pusher stays on the table 
and does not have to be removed. 
And everything is CIPable.”

Mark Litchfield is the vice 
president of sales and marketing 
at RELCO.

“To their credit, Valley Queen 
takes more of an artisan approach 
to cheesemaking,” Litchfield said. 
“What is unique is the size of 
the Valley Queen operation and 
they’re using tables. We sell a lot 
of tables but 12 tables at that size 
is kind of unique.”

Litchfield said the company is 
fantastic to work with and they 
really take care of their equipment.

“They had a clear idea of what 
they wanted. All the way through, 
they were involved,” Litchfield 
said. “The level of automation 
and the level of the incorporation 
of CIP are major issues for them. 
Safety is a major priority for them.”

Wilke said the packaging line 
is probably the most different and 
unique area.

“We got approval from the 
board. The concept was good but 
we wanted to make sure we were 
thinking long-term. We wanted to 
be able to step back and be able to 
say, alright, we can make cheese in 
this room for the next 30 years.”

When the VQ team looked at it 
from that perspective, it decided to 
look more closely at the 640 pack-
aging system.

Working with Loos Machine 
and Automation, the team at Val-
ley Queen decided to change plans.

“Late in the game we looked 
at a different system,” Wilke said. 
“We’ve now incorporated some-
thing more innovative that we 
think is going to give us and our 
customers some nice benefits.”

That new and different is also 
proprietary and Wilke would only 
say how unique the system is in 
regard to whey collection and 
automation.

“The system is very unique. 
Loos came in here and listened 
to what we wanted,” Wilke said. 
“The automation level in which 
those particular components are 
handled is extremely high. This is 
one of the first systems where whey 
recovery is a priority.  It’s a touch-
less system, fully automated.”

Eric Mertens, president of Loos, 
honored the proprietary aspects of 
the unique 640 system.

“We sat down with Valley Queen 
as we do with all of our customers, 
and what we feel sets us apart is the 
ability to work with our custom-
ers on their custom cheesemaking 
techniques.”

Mertens said automating the 
cheese makers’ unique cheesemak-
ing processes with Loos’ innovative 
machinery is what differentiates 

the company.
The one thing Mertens would 

say that is standard with any new
640 line Loos puts into plants is 
a patented technology that tracks 
and automatically identifies and 
collects data from the 640 block.

To Wilke’s point about making 
whey collection a priority, Mertens 
said they were able to remove addi-
tional whey through other prac-
tices rather than conventionally.

“It’s a more efficient, more cost-
effective system that also makes a 
better product,” Mertens said.

Mertens said working with the 
Valley Queen team was a very 
rewarding experience.

“They’re a fantastic group. From 
top down you have a group that 
is smart and innovative,” Mertens 
said. “They had many ideas of their 
own and they are open to working 
with different concepts.”

VQ 2031
One of the things the board of 
Valley Queen asked Wilke and his 
team to do was to chart out a stra-

tegic plan through 2031.
“People ask me, what does  2031 

look like at Valley Queen? What 
new products, what kind of inno-
vative growth, what kind of novel 
and proprietary offerings will occur 
between now and then,” Wilke 
said. “Well I can’t tell you specifi-
cally what that’s going to look like 
today, but I can tell you direction-
ally we are heading there.”

Anyone can put plans on a 
piece of paper, Wilke said. “But 
you have to be able to look and 
ask, did that group of employees 
and management team move the 
needle?”

“We will always be focusing on 
safety and quality; building and 
retaining a team; doing training 
and development; and we’ll be 
starting to research new products 
and technologies,” Wilke said. 
“When charting our future, we  
have to be good at what we do, 
make the right decisions, keep the 
business healthy, to make good 
products and continue to grow.”


