State-of-the-Art Packing Line in a State-of-the-Art Building

Heeren Brothers

Produce

The Time had Come to Make the Move
Heeren Brothers Produce opened for business in 1933 and
became the largest family-owned wholesaler, marketer,
and distributor of fresh fruits and vegetables in Michigan.
Prior to moving to their new facility in Comstock Park,
the company had multiple buildings and operated just South
of Downtown Grand Rapids. The old location had three main
buildings: a truck garage, a warehouse for storing excess
equipment and goods, and the primary building for all business
operations.
The apple packing operation was located on Alpine Ave NW,
Comstock Park, MI, in a building that was initially constructed
in 1939. Both locations underwent many updates and add-ons
over the years.
“In the 1960s, the Comstock Park building was hit by a
tornado causing significant damage. We decided to rebuild
it in the same location. In the process of rebuilding, one of
the welders working on site actually set the place on fire.
So, we had both tornado and fire damage to come back
from.”

“Everything had become very dated. The initial construction
of our primary location began in the 1960s with a series of
remodels and additions that followed. The buildings had
multiple working levels with a very inefficient workflow. Our
refrigeration systems were also getting old and beginning
to fail. The aging facilities were making it challenging to
comply with current food safety rules and requirements.”
Mark Heeren
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In the 1970s, the company added an outbuilding to the main
processing location to provide much needed storage space;
and, in the 1990s more production space was added as well
as a second pole barn for controlled atmosphere storage. The
aging structures, equipment, ongoing repairs and inefficiencies
all drove the company to the decision that a new facility was
greatly needed. It was time to build.

“It took us several weeks to meet with these companies
and visit their offices to discuss our vision and the overall
project. We wanted to understand each company’s
philosophy, how they operated, and if they had done similar
projects. After this, we narrowed the selection down to two.
When we met with First Companies, we just really felt that
they fit our family operations best. They were a good match
with our company values and how we envisioned the project
being completed.” Mark Heeren

Building Heeren Brothers a New Home
Groundbreaking was
December of 2013
with the move-in
date about a year
later – the weekend
after Thanksgiving in
2014. First Companies
was hired to manage
all aspects of the
construction project,
from initial plans
and permits through
final punch list and
equipment delivery
and installation.

Selecting the Right Builder

Given the priority of
bringing together two
companies under one
roof, there were design challenges to housing both in the same
facility. The goal was to have a single facility while still keeping
the two businesses separate, including controlling staff access
to certain areas. The building was designed to separate work
functions while allowing everyone to use common areas.

The team at Heeren Brothers worked with their real estate
broker to search for properties and evaluate various locations.
They had been compiling their thoughts and ideas about
where they wanted to be and what they wanted to build. One
of the primary goals was to bring together the two separate
operations into a single location in order to maximize their
investment and use of space. With the help of their broker,
Heeren Brothers created a list of construction companies to
evaluate. First Companies was on the list.

The production space layout allowed the company to quickly
adjust and reuse certain areas to meet peak seasonal needs.
For example, during harvest season, the coolers are needed for
apple processing operations; however, afterward they can be
used to support the distribution
business when it is at its busiest.
This eliminated the need for
separate facilities and leaving
space idle when not in use.
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“Even though we
had undergone
many remodels
and additions,
the company had
never taken on a
project of this size
and complexity.
We relied on First
Companies to do
it all. We looked to
them to guide us
on what was and
was not realistic.
We had many ideas, with some perhaps outside the scope
of what was possible, but First Companies kept us in check
and helped us through the process of selecting materials,
subcontractors and even our new packing line.”

“First Companies helped us work
with A-Safe in the U.K. to purchase
and implement a new plastic barrier
system to protect the structure as well
as our forklift drivers. The system is
designed to absorb the shock of any collisions and not send
the shock into the concrete floor, which can cause cracks. It
took quite a bit to design and lay it all out, working with the
folks overseas.”

Mark Heeren

Mark Heeren

Heeren Brothers’ packing line was the first of its kind in the
state of Michigan. Implementation came with a number of
unique constraints and challenges, including the need for
underground electrical to service the machinery, a new 15,000
gallon water flume and dunk tank system, a mezzanine to
provide packaging materials to the production line below, and
a new barrier system to protect equipment, product, building
components and employees.

The new $22 million, 177,000 square foot facility was
constructed according to LEED best practices. It includes many
environmentally friendly features, such as a highly sophisticated,
energy-efficient refrigeration facility, with a complex ammonia
cooling system to maintain the ideal temperature for apple
storage. Approximately 90,000 square feet is used for the
company’s apple storage, processing and packaging.

To increase efficiency, the layout of the new building was all
on one level. Previously, employees had to drive forklifts up and
down a long ramp to get from one level to the next to pick up
product. With everything on one level, the drivers can now

move from one room to the next with
ease and speed. The space is much more
compact, with every square foot well
planned and utilized.

Experience Working with
First Companies
Over the course of the year, First
Companies’ project managers
met regularly with the team at
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Heeren Brothers, communicating status and advising them
when they encountered an issue that needed quick decisions
and resolution.
“We had a great experience working with everyone at First
Companies, especially the project managers on site. I was
very involved and visited the construction site 2-3 times
each week to participate in meetings and stay on top of
progress. If any challenges or issues came up, Paul and
Larry were very good at providing options and suggestions
as well as pointing out potential impacts of our decisions.
They gave us a voice on all changes. I have nothing but
good things to say about the way they managed the job
on a day to day basis. They were always eager for us to
come on site to show us progress to date as well as point
out what was
happening next.
We were very
happy with the
professionalism
of the people we
worked with.”
Mark Heeren
The new building
has become a
showcase and
well-known
example in
the industry of
what a state-ofthe-art produce
processing and
distribution facility

should be. The company has had numerous visitors – including
customers, growers and other business contacts – all leaving
very impressed with the company and their new space. Heeren
Brothers continues to grow and innovate with the new facility
representing a significant investment in the company’s future.
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