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The scoop: Wells
sells to confectioner

Le Mars ice cream maker
acquired by owner of Nutella

MASON DOCKTER
mdockter@siouxcityjournal.com

LE MARS, ITowa — Wells Enterprises,
the second-largest ice cream maker in
the U.S. and the source of Le Mars’
ice cream-centric identity, is ending
more than a century of ownership by
the Wells family.

A merger between Wells, maker of
Blue Bunny ice cream, and the Italian
confectioner Ferrero, maker of Nutella,
was announced Wednesday.

Mike Wells, the CEO and the last re-
maining member of the Wells family
actively involved in the company, will
step aside and serve in a somewhat

more informal advisory role; Liam |

Killeen, who was named president of
Wells last year, has been named the new
CEO.

The transaction is expected to close
in January.

Terms of the deal were not disclosed;
because both companies are privately
held, there is no legal requirement for
them to do so. “Not going to disclose
financials, it’s the beauty of being pri-

with The Journal Wednesday.

Mike Wells said that because the
companies are not competitors — up
until this transaction, Ferrero was not
amajor player in the ice cream industry
— the Federal Trade Commission won’t
have any objections to the deal. “This
isn’t an ice cream company buying
an ice cream company, this is a candy
company buying into a category they
don’t have presence in,” he said.

Wells Enterprises is expected to
maintain a high degree of autonomy
within the Ferrero organization, and
Mike Wells said that all the company’s
2,700 Le Mars employees, both white
collar and blue, will retain their posi-
tions, their pay and their current titles.
The Wells name also will be retained.

“When they (Ferrero) purchase com-
panies, they leave them as indepen-
dent business units,” Wells said. “So
it will have Wells on the outside of the
building, they will utilize all the Wells
brands, things like Blue Bunny, Halo
Top, Bomb Pop, Blue Ribbon Classics.
The management team will have the
autonomy to run the business inde-
pendently. They will report up to an
individual inside of Ferrero, but that’s
the majority of Ferrero’s involvement.”

Ferrero is known mainly for non-ice
cream products like the hazelnut-based
Nutella chocolate spread, Ferrero
Rocher chocolate candies and Tic Tac
mints, which they brought to market
decades ago. The company held only
one ice cream maker prior to the Wells
acquisition, a small Spanish manufac-
turer.

By way of introduction

The relationship between Wells and
Ferrero began in 2019, when Mike Wells
went to Europe “on an unrelated busi-
ness trip,” and made his introduction to
Ferrero. The two firms became interested
in producing ice cream products inspired
by Ferrero candies. “They loved the way
that we were able to interpret their
brands in ice cream,” Wells said.
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Mike Wells, CEO of Wells Enterprises, is shown scooping ice cream at the Wells Visitor
au > _ Center & Ice Cream Parlor in downtown Le Mars, lowa on Wednesday. The more-than
vate” as Wells put it in an interview century-old Wells Enterprises is being acquired by the Italian confectioner Ferrero.

The Wells Visitor Center and Ice Cream Parlor is shown Wednesday. Wells, maker of Blue
Bunny Ice Cream, announced Wednesday that the company is being acquired by The

Ferrero Group of Italy.

For the past two or three years, Wells,
63, said he has been trying “to find a
solution for the business going forward”
He’s been the sole member of the Wells
family actively involved in the enterprise
since 2007.

“Since our 100th anniversary in 2013,
I've been thinking about what the next
100 years looks like,” Wells said. “And
how long the family’s involvement could
stay there, and what the solution would
be the for the next 100 years. And so that
was really the crux of this transaction”

The pandemic slowed down the con-
versation, but Wells and Ferrero recon-
nected early this year: “Talked alittle bit
about their intent, because they’d said
they wanted to expand into ice cream.”

Wells hosted Ferrero head Giovanni
Ferrero during Ice Cream Days in June,
and it was around that time that Ferrero
asked if Wells would be interested in a
sale.

Mike Wells said that he felt “ex-
tremely honored” to have found a

succession-plan solution for the com-
pany “that respected and honored our
employees, our community, our family
and now the Ferrero family” Wells, who
is active in several community groups
and the Siouxland Chamber of Com-
merce, and wife Cheryl, proprietor of
the Habitue Coffeehouse in downtown
Le Mars, plan to continue their civic en-
gagement.

“Icouldn’t be more honored and more
happy for the outcome,” he added. “Alit-
tle bit of a bittersweet moment today to
announce it and know that it’s the end
of this chapter for me, and a new chap-
ter for my wife and I as we commit 100

Please see WELLS, Page A4
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Community
leaders react
to Wells sale

NICK HYTREK AND DOLLY BUTZ
Journal staff writers

Upon hearing the news of Wells Enter-
prises being acquired by Ferrero, business
leaders and political figures from across the
region were uniformly positive.

“I want to express my gratitude to Mike
Wells and his family for insisting that Iowa
remain the home of Wells
Enterprises including its
facilities, products, and
people as the business be-
gins this new chapter,” Iowa
Gov. Kim Reynolds said in
a statement. “I appreciate
Mike’s continued dedication
tothe community of Le Mars
and look forward to meeting
the new leadership soon”

Le Mars Mayor Rob Bixenman said the
transaction provides the potential for man-
ufacturing growth in the city, and he had no
concerns that the sale could lead to future
plant closures and job losses.

“We're very appreciative of Wells search-
ing out this partic-
ular buyer because ¢ ’
they’re not in the We're very

ice cream busi- appreciative of
ness. Wereally feel yWalls Searching
like it’s an oppor- .
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grow here,” Bixen- particular buyer
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is an international mot in the ice
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lead to increased
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in Le Mars.

“It puts us on the global stage in ice
cream,’ he said. “Certainly, giving us the op-
portunity to market our products worldwide
now gives us the chance to prove we are the
ice cream capital of the world”

Should Ferrero candies or other products
become ingredients in Blue Bunny ice cream
products, the sale also holds potential that
Ferrero may choose to move manufacturing
of some of its products to Le Mars, Bixen-
man said.

Aside from creating jobs at its plants and
numerous related supporting industries
such as trucking, packaging and cold stor-
age, Wells also has been a philanthropic
giant in Le Mars, support-
ing numerous charities and
making donations to several
fundraising campaigns over
the years. Bixenman said he
hasn’t met with Ferrerorep-
resentatives, but said Mike
Wells has assured him the
new owners would continue
tofund Wells’ commitments.

“I feel very confident it
will continue,” Bixenman said. “Mike as-
sured me those philanthropic dollars were
written into the (sale) agreement. They're
very community-minded”

Siouxland Chamber of Commerce Presi-
dent Chris McGowan called Wells “an out -
standing corporate citizen for over a cen-
tury” in a statement provided to The Jour-
nal. McGowan noted that he didn’t expect
that to change in any way.

Reynolds

Rob Bixenman,
Le Mars mayor
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HOW TO HELP:

Mail checks to Mr. Goodfellow
Charities, C/0 Sioux City Journal,
515 Pavonia St., Sioux City, 1A 51101.

MR. GOODFELLOW | GOAL: $135,000

The Goodfellow Charity each year raises money to provide
toys and books for Siouxland children during the holidays.

DONOR: Heidman Law Firm
DONATION: $1,000

Goodfellow
Charities=

ABOUT THE DONOR: Heidman Law Firm is recognized
throughout the Midwest as a general practice firm that
provides quality legal services. Our attorneys have built a
longstanding tradition and solid reputation of representing
our clients with integrity and professionalism. We provide
dedication, knowledge, and trusted legal services at our
offices in Sioux City and Sheldon, lowa.

THE MINI: We are proud of the Wells and Blue Bunny families and all they have brought to our region over the

decades. —Journal Editorial Board
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Coffeehouse in downtown
Le Mars, plan to continue
their civic engagement.

“Icouldn’t be more hon-
ored and more happy for
the outcome,” he added.
“A little bit of a bitter-
sweet moment today to
announce it and know that
it’s the end of this chapter
for me, and a new chapter
for my wife and I as we
commit 100 percent of our
efforts to our community
and community develop-
ment and things that we’ve
enjoyed doing more on a
part-time basis”

Le Mars will retain itsice
cream identity, Mike Wells
said.

“Based on their plans for
continued growth and in-
vestment in this business,
all Le Mars can look for-
ward to is manufacturing
more ice cream, having a
greater reputation around
being the Ice Cream Capi-
tal of the World, and being
a great place to work, live
and play,” he said.

WELLS HISTORY

The Wells ice cream em -
pire began humbly. Family
patriarch Fred H. Wells Jr.
decided to move his family
back to their native Chi-
cago after a drought struck
their South Dakota farm
in the summer of 1911. En
route, the family ran out
of money and stopped in
Le Mars, where Wells be-
came a hog farmer. Some-
time thereafter a cholera
outbreak decimated Wells’
herd and he needed a new
line of work.

The company places its
founding-date in 1913,
when Fred Wells acquired
a horse-and-wagon
milk-delivery business in
Le Mars. By about 1925,
Fred Wells and his sons
began producing ice cream
and were distributing it to
Remsen and Alton, Iowa,
by the next year, according
to Wells Enterprises.

In 1927, Harry C. Wells
joined his brother Fred in
a partnership to distribute
ice cream in Sioux City.

The following year, the
brothers sold that distri-
bution system to Fairmont
Ice Cream. As a result,
when they decided to sell
ice cream again in Sioux
City in the mid-1930s,
they no longer held the
rights to the Wells name.

So the company adopted
a new brand name — Blue
Bunny, the end result of
a “Name that Ice Cream”
contest in The Sioux City
Journal.

In the late 1950s, Fred
H. Wells’ nephew, Fred D.
Wells, along with Fay Wells
and Fay’s older brothers,
Harold, Roy and Mike,
formed a partnership. At
the time, Blue Bunny was
still a regional brand. To-
ward the end of 1961, Blue
Bunny ice cream products
were sold in roughly 1,500
retail outlets across parts
of Towa, Nebraska, South
Dakota and Minnesota.

By 1977 Wells Dairy (as
it was then called) had ab-
sorbed more than 40 small
dairies in Northwest Iowa,
in the process becom-
ing the largest ice cream
manufacturer in the state.
At the time it had roughly
350 workers and its distri-
bution area had expanded
slightly, to a total of six
Midwestern states.

In 1991 Blue Bunny
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The sign in downtown Le Mars, lowa, announcing the community as the Ice Cream Capital of the World, is shown Wednesday. Wells Enterprises, maker of
Blue Bunny Ice Cream, announced Wednesday that the company is being acquired by The Ferrero Group of Italy.

products were Dbeing
test-marketed in Mexico
and Japan. At the end of
that decade the company
was selling its products in
all 50 states, plus Puerto
Rico and 20 other coun-
tries.

The variety of Wells’
product lines also broad-
ened during this time pe-
riod — from roughly 27
frozen dessert products in
1961 to a reported 540 by
1990.

By the 1990s, the com-
pany’s growth led to Le
Mars being designated the
“Ice Cream Capital of the
World” The company’s
plant capacity under-
went several expansions
in the 1980s and 1990s. In
1995, the company'’s sales
reached about $500 mil-
lion, half of which was at -
tributed to the Blue Bunny
ice cream label.

The company opened
an ice cream parlor in Le
Mars in 1999. More than
a decade later the parlor
was moved to its current
location, a historic brick
building in downtown Le
Mars which serves as a sort
of public-facing outlet for
Wells in the community.

When both retired in
January 2001, Fay and Fred
Wells turned over day-to-
day management to their

STOP
HIV
IOWA

We can stop HIV, lowa.

According to a survey by the lowa
Department of Public Health, 27% of
respondents who were living with HIV
said they waited to get tested
because of the stigma.

Everyone has a role to play in
creating a future free of
HIV stigma.

stophiviowa.org =]

Learn more at

\
Mike Wells, CEO of Wells Enterprises, is shown at the Wells Visitor Center & Ice Cream Parlor

in downtown Le Mars, lowa, Wednesday. The more-than century-old Wells Enterprises is
being acquired by the Italian confectioner Ferrero.

sons, the third generation
torun the family business.

In 2019, Wells made
three major acquisitions, in
the process transforming
itself into the second-larg-
est ice cream maker in the
United States — Fieldbrook
Foods, an East Coast ice
cream maker, followed by
a Nevada plant purchased
from rival Unilever and
then Halo Top, a low-
sugar, high-protein brand
of ice cream.

Demand for the com-
pany’s frozen treats has
been white-hot in recent
years — in early 2020,
Mike Wells said that the
company was using nearly
all its capacity in Le Mars.
With the pandemic came
even greater demand.

This spring, the com-
pany announced a $70
million capital invest-
ment, adding new prod-
uct lines and upgrading
its equipment in Le Mars.
Around the same time,
the company announced
it would take up half of the
storage capacity of a new
cold-storage warehouse
being built in the South-
bridge Business Park.

Who is Ferrero?

Ferrero Executive Chair-
man Giovanni Ferrero said
the combination made a
great deal of sense.

“I strongly believe that
Wells and Ferrero are the
perfect match and would
like to thank Mike Wells
and the Wells family for
entrusting ownership of
this great company to us,”
Giovanni Ferrero said in a
statement.

The Ferrero brand was
born in Alba, Italy, in
1946, when Pietro Ferrero
crafted a cream of hazel-
nuts and cocoa. Accord-

ing to Giovanni Ferrero,
it was a kind of solidified
Nutella that had to be cut
with a knife. Nutella in its
modern form came about
in 1964, according to the
BBC.

An October 2011 story
from The Guardian re-
ported that “For every 100
hazelnuts grown on Earth,
15end up in a Ferrero prod-
uct”

When former Ferrero
owner Michele Ferrero
died in February 2015, in-
ternational news agency
Agence France-Presse
noted the company “em-
ploys more than 22,000
workers” and “has an an-
nual turnover of more than
8 billion euros.”

The Ferrero North Amer-
ica also lists Baby Ruth,
Butterfinger, Crunch, Fa-
mous Amos and Keebler
as additional products
it oversees in the U.S. In
2018, Ferrero acquired
Nestlé USA’s confection-
ary business. The company
initially got a foothold in
the American market with
Tic Tac in 1969.
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< CALHOUN COUNTY LAND AUCTION

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 21ST, 2022 | 10:00 AM
Sac Community Center | 1015 W. Main Street | Sac City, IA

Peoples Company is pleased to offer a “Century Farm” consisting of 167.04 acres m/|
located northeast of Sac City, lowa. Tracts 1 & 2 are located in Section 18 of Williams
Township in Calhoun County, lowa.

TRACT 1-162.97 acres m/l, 145.30 FSA NHEL cropland acres (68.3 CSR2), 5.44
CRP acres with an annual payment of $1,077.

TRACT 2 - 4.07 surveyed acres featuring a single-family 1 1/2-story house and multiple
outbuildings. Open House - Thursday, December 8th & 15th from 4:00 P.M. - 6:00 P.M.

EEHE

Chase Duesenberg - 641.529.0562
Chase@PeoplesCompany.com

€ PEOPLES
CDMPANY

A timeline of
Wells Enterprises

JARED MCNETT
jmcnett@siouxcityjournal.com

1911

Fred H. Wells, the founder of the business, was leav-
ing his drought -struck South Dakota farm for Chicago.
On the way there, the family ran out of money and
stopped in Le Mars. Wells tried his hand at hog-farm-
ing but cholera destroyed his herd.

1913
Fred H. Wells acquired a horse-and-wagon milk-de-
livery business in Le Mars.

1925

Fred H. Wells and his sons began producing ice cream
and were distributing it to Remsen and Alton, Iowa, by
the next year, according to Wells Enterprises.

1927

Harry C. Wells joined his brother Fred in a partner-
ship to distribute ice cream in Sioux City. Fred D. Wells
was born in April of that year.

1928

The brothers sold that distribution system to Fair-
mont Ice Cream. As a result, when they decided to sell
ice cream again in Sioux City in the mid-1930s, they no
longer held the rights to the Wells name. So the com-
pany adopted anew brand name — Blue Bunny, the end
result of a “Name that Ice Cream” contest in the Sioux
City Journal.

1946
Fred D. Wells joined the family firm.

Late 1950s
Fred D. Wells, along with Fay Wells and Fay’s older
brothers, Harold, Roy and Mike, form a partnership.

1961

Blue Bunny Ice Cream products were sold in roughly
1,500 retail outlets across parts of Towa, Nebraska,
South Dakota and Minnesota.

1977

Wells Dairy (as it was then called) had absorbed more
than 40 small dairies in Northwest Iowa, in the pro-
cess becoming the largest ice cream manufacturer in
the state. At the time it had roughly 350 workers and
its distribution area had expanded slightly, to a total
of six Midwestern states.

1991

Blue Bunny products were being test-marketed in
Mexico and Japan. At the end of that decade the com-
pany was selling its products in all 50 states, plus Puerto
Rico and 20 other countries. “We have determined that
we can manufacture a product, take it long distances,
get acceptance in distant markets and make a profit,’
Fred Wells told Dairy Foods magazine in 1990.

1995

The company’s sales reached about $500 million, half
of which was attributed to the Blue Bunny Ice Cream
label.

2001

Fay and Fred Wells turned over day-to-day manage-
ment to their sons, Gary, Dan and Doug, and Mike and
Greg, the third generation to run the family business.

2007

Mike became the President and CEO of Wells. The
other four Wells family members stepped away from
day-to-day management of the business.

2020
Fred D. Wells died at age 93.

2022

Wells announced it had reached an agreement with
the Ferrero Group of Italy. A confectionary-focused
business, Ferrero owns Nutella, Kinder, Tic Tac and
Ferrero Rocher.

Jared McNett is an online editor and reporter for the
Sioux City Journal. You can reach him at 712-293-4234 and
follow him on Twitter @TwoHeadedBoy98.



