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By VELVET SPICER

When LiDestri Foods Inc. opens its 
new 65,000-square-foot facility at East-
man Business Park next year, it will 
mark the regional manufacturer’s foray 
into the frozen food sector. 

The partnership between LiDestri 
and Belgian manufacturer Crop’s N.V. 
will result in a $51 million investment 
that will add more than 120 jobs to the 
region. One Frozen, as the venture will 
be called, will produce ready-to-eat fro-
zen meals in what LiDestri’s retail part-
ners say is a hot category right now.

“Everything that we’re going to be 
producing in this facility is going to be 
chef-inspired. It’s a culinary product. 
It’s clean label. It’s healthy,” co-Presi-
dent John LiDestri said.

Several things will differentiate the 
products from others in the market, in-
cluding the company’s vertical integra-
tion, co-President Stefani LiDestri said.

“We have farms that are part of the 
organization all over the world that we 
can pull from,” she explained.

The “One Frozen” designation came 
from the company’s desire to be a one-
stop shop for frozen food products, John 
LiDestri said. One Frozen will be No. 1 in 
quality and in innovation, he explained.

“From a food safety standpoint, we’re 
going to be very cutting edge, with a 
very modern, hygienic facility,” he said. 
“A lot of the legacy assets that are cur-
rently in the U.S. were built lots of years 
ago and they have difficulties meeting 
today’s very stringent food safety re-
quirements. I think that’s a huge oppor-
tunity for us to enter the space.”

One Frozen will employ a unique 
coating process for sauced and seasoned 
vegetables called enrobing. Enrobing is 
used in the confection industry and is 
the process of individually coating candy 
and cookies with powdered sugar. What 
consumers are used to today in frozen 
foods is a bag or box of food with pellets 
of flavoring that melt as they’re heated. 
Enrobing allows for a more even coating 
and equal heating of the product.

“It comes from the field and within a 
couple of hours it’s frozen. We consider 
it fresher than fresh,” Stefani LiDestri 
said. “We will receive it frozen; it will 
be enrobed so it will be evenly coated, 
which is very unique and special to our 
organization, to One Frozen.” The prod-
ucts will include store brands and pri-
vate labels, as well as contract packing 
for national brands.

“It’s ancient grain blends with vegeta-
bles, seasoned, sauced, clean label, very 
convenient,” John LiDestri said. “We’re 
going to have the opportunity to pack in 
bags and bowls. Those different formats 
are very interesting and on-trend right 
now.”

One Frozen will have its ground-
breaking this summer, said company 
CEO Giovanni LiDestri, Stefani and 
John’s father. Rochester beat out loca-
tions in Pennsylvania and Illinois for 
the placement of the facility.

“The coolest thing for me, because 
I’m really an operations guy, is the fro-
zen warehouse attached to it is going to 
be 10 stories high in a very small foot-
print and will not have any humans in 
it whatsoever,” he said. “So the cases are 
going to be made and they’re going to 
go on these pallets and the  pallets are 
going to be carried by automation into 
this warehouse … and there is not one 
human inside because who wants to be 
in a frozen warehouse?”

In Europe, he said, frozen warehous-
es are kept at a very low oxygen rate 
because there is no need for it with no 
workers inside. That eliminates the 
need for sprinkler systems, he noted, a 
scheme he hopes to take advantage of 
when One Frozen opens.

LiDestri Foods traces its roots back 
44 years when Giovanni LiDestri joined 
the company formerly known as Can-
tisano Foods Inc., maker of Ragu pasta 
sauce. LiDestri was named president of 
Cantisano Foods in 1991 and CEO six 
years later. In 2002, LiDestri purchased 

the Cantisano family’s remaining shares 
and renamed the company.

LiDestri primarily is known for its 
pasta sauces, dips and salsas, while 
Crop’s N.V. manufactures and distrib-
utes frozen food in Europe including 
fruits and vegetables.

Up to $4 million for the One Frozen 
partnership is being made available 
through the Finger Lakes Forward Up-
state Revitalization Initiative. Another 
$4 million also may be provided through 
the Excelsior Tax Credit Program in ex-
change for the jobs One Frozen will add.

The URI capital grant stipulates that 
$1 million of the $4 million grant is tied 
to the region’s anti-poverty initiative; 
the company will have to hire 33 people 
who meet the eligibility requirements 
for the Rochester-Monroe Anti-Poverty 
Initiative.

One Frozen is not the first time the 
company has diversified its offerings 
and likely will not be the last. Giovanni 
LiDestri, father of John and Stefani, rec-
ognized several years ago that the toma-
to-based products his company manu-
factured had become commoditized and 
in order to grow, the company needed a 
new game plan.

“I was witnessing and thinking about 
the demise of Kodak and Xerox. Being 
in Rochester, I was always worried about 
being single-treaded and for years we 
were concentrating on pasta sauce and 
salsa. We had been in it for years and 
years and I got somewhat concerned,” 
LiDestri said. “And they’re never going 
to go away, per se, but certainly it’s not 
the future of growth with everybody 
fighting for the same market share, 
which is pretty stagnant.”

So LiDestri in 2011 acquired Zei-
gler’s Beverage Co. of Lansdale, Pa., the 
country’s largest producer of fresh apple 
cider. Giovanni LiDestri likens the pur-
chase to jumping out of the frying pan 

and into the fire.
“That’s even more commoditized 

than pasta sauce and salsa,” he said with 
a chuckle.

Giovanni LiDestri can laugh now be-
cause the acquisition led to one of the 
best decisions the company ever made. 
Through the purchase, LiDestri ob-
tained an aseptic beverage line, which it 
installed in its Pennsauken, N.J., facili-
ty. Aseptic processing takes a thermally 
sterilized beverage and packages it in a 
sterilized container for longer shelf-life 
and no need for refrigeration.

Enter Bai Brands.
“Bai was the first aseptic beverage 

brand that we contract manufactured 
for. We took a different approach with 
that brand,” Stefani LiDestri said. “They 
needed to work with a manufacturer 
that was willing to invest in the brand so 

that they could scale much more rapidly 
than your average brand.”

And while it was an emerging brand 
category, Bai was the one that caught 
fire, she said.

“So my crazy dad,” she said smiling, 
“was like, let’s do this. So we invested 
like $100 million into this facility and 
Bai took off and sold for $1.7 billion 
three years later. It was a huge ‘wow’ 
moment in terms of the industry.”

LiDestri in recent years has partnered 
with Wegmans Food Markets Inc. on a 
high pressure processing line, with New-
man’s Own and with Ithaca Cold-Craft-
ed, a maker of cold-pressure hummus. 

And a new partnership will have the 
company turning in yet another direc-
tion.

“There’s one other very exciting 
opportunity that we’re working on 

right now with grass-fed, organic, pas-
ture-raised beef out of Australia, where 
we’re value-adding that in the United 
States,” John LiDestri explained. 

That brand is called Fifty Five Farm-
ers, for the 55 farmers that the Austra-
lian partner manages. The beef will be 
processed in the U.S. and LiDestri’s first 
offering will be meatballs.

“I’m really proud of the quality of 
these products,” he said. “It’s an on-
trend item ... that you don’t really see in 
the marketplace right now, that tastes 
great and is sold at a premium, which is 
what the consumers are looking for. A 
very differentiated product.”

LiDestri is planning to sell the prod-
uct in Rochester stores and nationwide.

The company’s spirits division—
which was started a decade ago—also is 
evolving, Giovanni LiDestri noted. The 
manufacturer has added a can line to its 
roster.

“The most exciting thing we’re doing 
(involves) the same gentleman that cre-
ated Bai. He’s created another beverage 
called Crook & Marker,” LiDestri said. 
“He approached us a few months ago 
saying we want to do it again, only this 
time in the alcoholic space. It’s a bever-
age that is only about 4 percent alcohol, 
a spiked seltzer.”

LiDestri expects the company’s Lee 
Road facility to pump out the equivalent 
of 2 million cases of Crook & Marker per 
month.

In July 2016, on Giovanni LiDestri’s 
70th birthday, he named his son and 
daughter as co-presidents, relinquishing 
some of his duties. He remains CEO of 
the growing company.

Stefani LiDestri had been with the 
company for some time, while John 
LiDestri had since college been working 
with an import company. A few years 
ago, Stefani convinced John to enter the 
family business.

“In simple terms, I actually do the 
most traditional version of what a pres-
ident does at a company,” Stefani LiDe-
stri said. “My brother does the sales and 
the business development for our orga-
nization and I oversee all of the depart-
ments outside of sales.”

She said her brother is a wizard at 
going out into the world and finding in-
teresting, like-minded people with LiD-
estri’s values and bringing new concepts 
and partnerships to the table.

“My motivation for coming on board 
was the opportunity to work alongside 
Stef and my father,” John LiDestri said. 
“It evolved into looking into some of the 
strategic partners I had on the import 
side of the business to help create some 
other business opportunities for us 
based on those existing relationships.”

Some 3 million products are made 
each day at LiDestri’s Rochester plants, 
including 1,000 cans per minute of 
Crook & Marker.

LiDestri employs 750 people at its 
Rochester and Fairport facilities and 
roughly 1,300 at its five plants nation-
wide. With One Frozen and the com-
pany’s other new initiatives, LiDestri 
expects to employ 1,000 people here 
within the next two years. 

Remaining local is an important con-
sideration for LiDestri.

“It’s home. Rochester is an amazing 
place to raise a family,” Giovanni LiD-
estri said. “The work ethic in Rochester 
has been phenomenal over the centu-
ries. We seem to have some resiliency. 
We are today a very strong community 
and one way or the other we are resilient 
enough to stay ahead of the game.” 

The company’s growth is something 
that likely could not have happened 
without the rapport and complementary 
styles of the company’s three leaders.

“It’s very important to John, myself 
and our father that we all are together. 
And our habitat happens to be here,” 
Stefani LiDestri said.

Added Giovanni LiDestri: “I total-
ly expect them to do a lot better than I 
ever did. I mean that. And if they don’t, 
they’re going to be in trouble.”
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Stefani LiDestri and John Lidestri, co-presidents of LiDestri Foods Inc.

LiDestri adding chef-inspired frozen meals

Photo by John Myers  
From left, John LiDestri, Megan Myers-Kelly, research & development 
manager, and Stefani LiDestri, in test kitchen. Darryl LaForce, R&D 
manager, can be seen in the background.

“I’m really proud of the quality of these products,” he said. “It’s an 
on-trend item ... that you don’t really see in the marketplace right 
now, that tastes great and is sold at a premium, which is what the 

consumers are looking for. A very differentiated product.”
— John LiDestri


