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appy 4th of July, happy 
foodservice, happy organics, 
happy retail—happy all-things 
produce and beyond. At this 
point in the year, we have 
just wrapped on four back-

to-back issues full of  industry insights, burgeoning 
business strategies, and progressive approaches to 
increasing produce’s popularity from the shelf  to 
the table. As we break out the sunblock and shades 
here in the Northern Hemisphere, we bring you the 
cool and refreshing stories of  some of  our fruit and 
vegetable favorites: those companies and people 
differentiating within the space.

One of  those companies impacting the 
organic space is Tanimura & Antle. Chris 
Glynn and John McKeon join us in this 
issue to talk about the roots of  the new 
program, what they are bringing to the 
sector, and how the company’s brand is 
steeped in history but still evolving full steam 
ahead. 

It wouldn’t be summer without mangos and avocados 
and these segments wouldn’t be quite as flush as 
they are without Freska Produce International’s 
Gary Clevenger and Jesus “Chuy” Loza. The mango 
kings broke into the avocado industry in recent years 
and are now bringing two of  the most coveted fresh 
produce items around to the retail space. 

As we celebrate our industry friends, we also celebrate 
their journeys. Atlas Produce’s Robert Dobrzanski is 
another one of  those amazing individuals whose story 
only adds to the value of  his date program and its 
brand recognition. Check out the path that led him to 
rule over this date empire and what forks in the road 
tailored his journey. 

Mike Way, Jeff Taylor, and Brian Miller know peppers. 
And this year they are ramping up the industry-
leading Prime Time program with a new evolution: 
year-round availability for the company’s mini 
peppers. With a skilled grower network and prime 
land for cultivating the category, there is no stopping 
this team as it makes its way to the top of  the retail 
spread. 

Speaking of  retail, if  you are looking for a well-
known name in the industry, look no further than 
Greg Corrigan and the Raley’s family of  banners in 
California. More than 80 years after its inception, the 
company is still transforming its fresh-focus, and this 
season with a summer push across conventional and 
organic produce.

There is so much more to tell and so little space to 
write it! Curious about Summer Citrus from South 

Africa’s Suhanra Conradie or The National Mango 
Board’s Valda Coryat? So were we, and you will find 
out more about their histories, visions, and game plans 
here in these pages. 

Homegrown Organic Farms is also competing in the 
marketplace with its wildly successful organic program. 
Being focused solely on organics is not a hurdle, but 
a bridge—a bridge linking expertise and prowess to 
retail partners, and bringing mastery to the organic 
fresh produce industry. 

As we look to more industry voices bringing 
new and powerful experiences to the 

conversation, we tapped Culinary 
Ambassador for Duda Farm Fresh Foods 
and Founder and Vice President of  
Culinary Operations for Seventh & 
Dolores Steakhouse Chef  Todd Fisher, 
as well as Frieda’s Alex Jackson Berkley 

to talk produce possibilities at the table 
and on the produce floor. These vibrant 

personalities are helping to reshape produce 
opportunities and they share their insights here in The 
Snack. 

Flipping through this magazine will be time well 
spent, I promise you, with even more gems inside. If  
you don’t know Leslie Simmons of  Dave’s Speciality 
Produce and Julianna St. Geme of  Mission Produce, 
then you are missing out—but not for long! 

We welcome back Mike Mauti as a gracious 
contributor again in this issue, to talk about his second 

“P” of  the Four P’s of  Merchandising: placement. The 
industry vet takes us on a tour through the mind and 
vision of  a retailer and discusses how to best place 
product and what tools are available to up the ante.

When I think of  July, I always have California table 
grapes at the top of  my grocery list. As soon as the 
category hits retail, the state’s table grapes become 
a major driver of  sales and traffic in the produce 
department, so you know, we had to tap President 
Kathleen Nave of  the California Table Grape 
Commission. She joins us to chat about the stats 
that make the category tick, and vision behind the 
commission. 

Enticed yet? Just give yourself  the gift of  time, sit back, 
and get to know some friends, old and new. 

Jordan Okumura
Editor in Chief
AndNowUKnow and The Snack
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1Mal’s brother-in-law was involved 
through his company and he wanted 

to check it out. So, Mal went as a 
support person for him. His brother-

in-law had to leave unexpectedly, 
and Mal ended up finishing the 
rest of  his jumps. Mal’s nephew, 

Matthew, has Down syndrome and 
has been involved in the Special 

Olympics, so there’s a special place 
in his heart for these athletes.

“Come out and be a support person and 
see how the event goes. Start by getting 
involved that way. People come out to 
visit all the time on the beach, and say 
they want to do the SUPER Plunge—
but lots of  people aren’t sure that they 

can do all 24 jumps. So, ease in!” 

“Once you do it, you sort of  get sucked 
in. When the Special Olympics athletes 
are jumping in with you, your heart just 
opens and connects with them, and that 

experience has been life-changing for me. 
You’re in for life. I’m a lifer.”

“For the SUPER Plunge, our team is 
made up of  people from US Foods and 
people from Advance Auto Parts, my 
brother-in-law’s company. US Foods 

also donates tons of  food—salads, fruit, 
candy bars, water, soda, and even a 

soup bar with six to eight soups going 
throughout the night—as well as cups, 
plates, utensils, and everything we need 

throughout the 24 hours. Now, US 
Foods is also donating all the cups for 

the Opening Ceremonies.”

Mal Rafter
Category Operations Manager, Lake Michigan Area – US Foods

YEARS IN PRODUCE

30 
YEARS WITH US Foods

18 
FAVORITE PRODUCE ITEMs 

Potatoes, lettuce, 
onions, and tomatoes

RAINIER® FRUIT CELEBRATES WHOLESOME HEROES

Mal had the opportunity to attend 
the opening ceremony for the Special 

Olympics World Summer Games. 
When he saw the athletes and 

understood what he was working 
to support, Mal learned he wanted 

to do whatever he could to raise 
money—whether small or large, any 

contribution matters.

It’s a contagious environment. Even 
news reporters that come out with their 

camera crews to cover the event feel 
the energy and excitement, and end 

up doing the jump. Once people see it, 
they can’t resist. Mal has had people 

from US Foods come out and jump with 
him and even had vendors fly in to do a 

jump, or 24, alongside him.

Wholesome Heroes 
represents individuals who are 

making a positive impact in their 
community through their work, 
volunteer efforts, or health and 

wellness initiatives.

WHAT MAKES Mal A 
WHOLESOME HERO? 
For 10 years, Mal has 

participated in the SUPER 
Plunge at Lake Michigan in 
Illinois to benefit the Special 

Olympics. This plunge involves 
jumping into the ice-cold lake, 
not once, but, 24 times—every 
hour for 24 hours. Participants 

live in tents on the beach during 
the event, raising money for the 
Special Olympics through their 
efforts. There have been jumps 

where everyone wears their 
favorite team’s jersey, a jump 

with glow sticks, a jump where 
everyone wears neon colors—fun 

for a great cause.

What he’s learned

Special moments

What would Mal tell others 
about volunteering?

Takeaway for real life

A company, a community

How Mal got involved

2

3

4

5

6

1
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Wash produce to be used for burger toppings. Optional: Slice 
tomato. Separate lettuce into separate leaves. Slice onion.

Combine Let’s Blend™ mushrooms and ground beef  in a bowl. 
Mix well. Form into 4-6 patties.

Cook on stove top with a grill pan or skillet, or place on a 
barbecue grill. Cook until internal temperature reaches 165° F.

Assemble burgers by adding burger patty to warmed buns with 
selected condiments and toppings. 

1

2

3

4

Monterey 
Mushrooms Let’s 

Blend™

 MUSHROOM-BLENDED BURGER

8 oz Monterey Mushrooms Let’s Blend™ 
finely diced mushrooms, your choice of: 
Classic, Mexican, or Italian flavor
16 oz ground beef  
4-6 hamburger buns
1 tbsp olive oil (if  pan frying)

TOPPINGS:

Lettuce, tomatoes, onions, mayonnaise, 
ketchup, mustard, pickles

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 10 min
Servings: 4–6 For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare 

recipes visit www.montereymushrooms.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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W
ith an eye on developing the company 
within niche and differentiated 
categories, Pete’s Living Greens is 

tapping into the flavorful, briny potential 
of salicornia. Or, as you might know it, sea 
beans.

As beautiful as coral or a succulent, 
this living offering joins the company’s 
hydroponic line with a focus on the 
foodservice industry’s desire to offer a 
healthy sodium substitute without forfeiting 
flavor. Because, let’s 
face it, consumers love 
that salty tang.

Distributed with the root attached so it 
stays fresher longer, Pete’s living salicornia 
has already garnered attention in 
the form of a FABI Award from the 
National Restaurant Association and 
is in line with consumer demands for 
healthy alternatives, not to mention 
something intriguing to the eye that 
will capture attention in Instagram 
plate shots.

Described as having a flavor profile 
similar to that of capers, but with a 
pop of bright green color, salicornia is as 
versatile in its preparation possibilities as 
edamame. I have no issue envisioning this 
as a burgeoning restaurant rescue that 
could be the next big foodie go-to. 

The company is offering this product to 
foodservice operators in 5 lb packages with 
roots attached, each package holding 12 to 
16 plants. With the elongated freshness of 
staying in organic peat moss until prepared, 
the shelf-life is extended seven-plus days 
longer and holds up brilliantly until your 
chefs are ready to serve it.

Retailers, hold steady—the company plans 
to roll out a buy-side option as it bets on the 
foodservice popularity whetting consumers’ 
palates and turning their interests to where they 
can get this item to take home.

Game, set, match. 

up
close

A Closer Look at Pete’s 
Living Greens salicornia

by Mel issa De Leon
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JULIANNA ST. GEME
Associate Marketing Manager, Mission Produce

MY FAVORITE THINGS

Avocados are not the only things Julianna has her eye on. 
With passions spanning beyond her day-to-day produce 

operations, from barre classes to interior design, we just had 
to know what keeps her motivated and inspired. So we asked 

Julianna, and here are a few of  her favorite things.

4 Cal Poly, San Luis 
Obispo

1 Shoes

7 Barre Fitness

5 My Grandmother’s 
Paintings

2 Taco Salads

8 Interior Design

6 Peonies

King Charles Cavaliers3

9 Avocados

She was an amazing artist; 
her work covers every wall of  
my apartment!5

9
I sincerely eat them 
with everything; I 

have the best job!

2

1 I come from a long line of  very 
fashionable women.

8
Pilates + ballet + fun 
music = workout win!

They combine two of  my loves — 
salads and Mexican food. 3

I plan to take one home in 
the next year!

I obsess over 
decorating details.

4

“

“

“

”

”

6
My favorite trip to the store is 
the one when they are finally 

in season!

It’s my (and at least 10 of  
my relatives’) Alma Mater.

7

”
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Preheat grill to medium heat and lightly oil the grates.

In a bowl, toss the shishito peppers, grape tomatoes, and peeled 
pearl onions with the extra virgin olive oil and sprinkle with salt.

Skewer the shishito peppers, alternating with the grape tomatoes 
and pearl onions.

When the grill is at medium heat, arrange the skewered shishito 
peppers, grape tomatoes, and pearl onions directly onto the grill 
grate. Grill them until blistering and brown on some spots, about 2 
to 4 minutes per side. Serve them immediately with some extra sea 
salt on the side.

1
2

3

4

4Earth™ Farms 
Shishito Peppers 

4EARTH™ FARMS GRILLED SHISHITO PEPPER SKEWERS

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes 
visit www.4earthfarms.com

8 oz 4Earth™ Farms shishito peppers
1 pint 4Earth™ Farms grape tomatoes
10 oz pearl onions (peeled)
2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil
Coarse sea salt

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 8 min
Servings: 4 

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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Tanimura 
    Antle

by Melissa De Leon

Left to right: John McKeon and Chris Glynn of Tanimura & Antle

ON THE
ORGANIC FRONTIER
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here are few family 
legacies that have 

embedded their roots into 
California’s soil like that of  
Tanimura & Antle. Since 
patriarchs George Tanimura 

and Bob Antle joined together in 1982, 
the name has risen to one synonymous 
with innovation, intention, and 
sustainability. 

It’s no surprise, then, that the grower/
shipper includes organic growing among 
the core initiatives coursing through its 
development. Even before the recent 
launch of  its own program, the team that 
makes up Tanimura & Antle has had its 
hands in organic soil.

“The history of  Tanimura & Antle 
includes an organic mindset and an 
understanding of  organic production 
based on previous company experience 
and development of  the current 
program,” Director of  Marketing Kyla 
Oberman says as she introduces me to 
the two latest additions to the Tanimura 
& Antle employee family: Chris Glynn 
and John McKeon. 

With the cultivation of  the company’s 
organic goals, Chris, Director of  
Organics, and John, Senior Manager of  
Organic Compliance and Sustainability, 
bring a combined 40 years in organic 
experience to the table. Together, the 
powerhouse duo is helping see to an ever-
expanding organic portfolio that, in just a 

year’s time, has become as well known as 
Tanimura & Antle’s legacy.

“Our program started with great success 
and demand, and was established with 
existing Tanimura & Antle partners,” 
Chris explains. “It continues to grow 
and experience demand from additional 
retailer and wholesale operations. 
Tanimura & Antle has been so big in the 
conventional world for such a long time, 
offering some of  the best agricultural 
practices in our industry.” 

“IN THE FIRST YEAR, 
THE PROGRAM IS 
BRINGING IN NEW 
CUSTOMERS THAT 
COME IN FOR THE 
ORGANICS BUT 
END UP BECOMING, 
IN SOME ASPECT, 
CONVENTIONAL 
BUYERS AS WELL. 
THAT ASPECT OF IT 
IS BRINGING IN NEW 
BUSINESS THAT WE 
DIDN’T OTHERWISE 
HAVE.” 
—Chris Glynn, Director of 
Organics, Tanimura & Antle
Both men have worked together for 
nearly a decade and jumped on board 
with Tanimura & Antle when the initial 

Tanimura & Antle Offices in Salinas, California

formation of  the company’s organic 
program began to take shape. 

“I’ve known Chris since I started at 
Earthbound Farm,” John recalls. 

“Tanimura & Antle had been a grower 
partner of  Earthbound’s up until 2008, 
so we certainly had a relationship, and 
I was familiar with the operation. When 
the opportunity to be a part of  Tanimura 
& Antle’s own organic line, essentially an 
entirely new organic program, that was 
really intriguing.”

Fast forward a year later, and Tanimura 
& Antle’s organic program has grown 
from its initial launch of  organic romaine, 
organic romaine hearts, and Tanimura & 
Antle Artisan Organic sweet Italian red 
onions, to broccoli and cauliflower, and 
now, this summer, even more.

“This summer we’re adding organic 
sweet gem and organic iceberg, which 
are already available in conventional, as 
well as a few other potential offerings,” 
Chris says, telling me that the grower 
is expanding within the wheelhouse of  
what it’s already known for, continuing 
to build on existing complements to its 
conventional side and remaining aligned 
with Tanimura & Antle’s core strengths 
in production and harvest.

As anyone remotely versed in organic 
growing methods will easily know by 
the size of  the company’s portfolio, this 
could not have happened overnight. 
With not only the required time for 
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soil to lay fallow before being certified 
“organic,” but also the knowledge and 
resources needed to plant, protect, and 
bring to market, I ask about the time and 
experience invested into the Tanimura & 
Antle Organic line.

“The company has been a part of  the 
overall growth in organics since the 
1990s,” John shares, explaining that this 
step was answering a call to provide 
customers a great selection of  organic 
and conventional items from one source. 
There’s a buzzword John and Chris bring 
up when detailing the intention of  the 
company’s label: premium. 

“The company wants to be able to provide 
our consumers with organic products 
from a recognized premium label,” 
John says. “The overall response from 
consumers is driving up the demand 
within all sectors of  organic, including 
fresh vegetables.”

And fresh vegetables are something 
Tanimura & Antle is well-known for. It’s 
that solid foundation, John explains, that 
the team launched off of  when shaping 
its organic direction. 

“Tanimura & Antle’s harvest impact in 
the field, cool, ship-oriented business is 
already among the best. As a result we 
didn’t run too far from that model in the 
planning of  organics. It has remained 

consistent with the company’s effort to do 
what we do and do it well,” John says.

Both explain, too, that pressures in 
transportation and the supply chain have 
necessitated a one-stop-shop to serve 
the organic and conventional needs of  
retail and foodservice customers. The 
growth has also added to demand from 
consumers for even more organic options 
and, in turn, retailers.

“Tanimura & Antle was getting requests 
from customers to have organic as well 
as conventional supply. Our customers, 
retailers namely, certainly tuned in to that 
need—suddenly you get every retailer 
and wholesaler asking every one of  their 
grower/shippers if  they’ve got organics, 
creating that volume that we’ve seen play 
out over the last five-plus years,” John 
emphasizes.

With that growth seeming to be on an 
endless trajectory, Chris and John explain 
tracks have been laid to continue to grow 
Tanimura & Antle’s organic offerings, as 
well as conventional, along with it.

“We are working on more strategic and 
focused, long-term developments—
how to bring new crops, fulfill acreage 
requirements, and other demands to 
fruition. Tanimura & Antle strategically 
understands that growth pattern and is 
highly emphasizing building that organic 

“THE COMPANY 
WANTS TO BE 
ABLE TO PROVIDE 
OUR CONSUMERS 
WITH ORGANIC 
PRODUCTS FROM 
A RECOGNIZED 
PREMIUM LABEL. 
THE OVERALL 
RESPONSE FROM 
CONSUMERS IS 
DRIVING UP THE 
DEMAND WITHIN 
ALL SECTORS 
OF ORGANIC, 
INCLUDING FRESH 
VEGETABLES.” 
—John McKeon, Senior 
Manager of Organic 
Compliance and Sustainability, 
Tanimura & Antle 

Organic Lettuce from Tanimura & Antle
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program up and getting it, year-over-year, 
to match the growth of  the sector itself.” 

Looking forward, I ask about the plans 
Chris, John, and the rest of  the Tanimura 
& Antle team have laid out for the 
expanding program, as well as what the 
company has learned in its debut year.

“In the first year, the program is bringing 
in new customers that come in for the 
organics but end up becoming, in some 
aspect, conventional buyers as well. That 
aspect of  it is bringing in new business 
that we didn’t otherwise have. So, while 
some might have had initial concerns 
about organics in some way cannibalizing 
conventional business, it’s actually adding 
to that existing business,” Chris says, 
surprising me.

As for what is on the horizon, the 
closing of  an amazing chapter and 
the necessitated start of  another have 
challenged Tanimura & Antle to look 
at how the company is steered. I speak, 

of  course, to the loss of  the company’s 
leader and late CEO, Rick Antle.

Under the direction of  Scott Grabau, 
now CEO of  Tanimura & Antle, Rick’s 
legacy and strategic vision continues.

“OUR PROGRAM 
STARTED WITH 
GREAT SUCCESS 
AND DEMAND, AND 
WAS ESTABLISHED 
WITH EXISTING 
TANIMURA & ANTLE 
PARTNERS.” 

—Chris Glynn

“Our mission statement is to consistently 
provide our customers with premium 
products and superior customer service 
that exceeds their quality and value 
expectations,” says Scott. “The success 
of  our company is based on the long 

embedded culture and values of  our 
employees, who understand this and 
apply themselves daily to execute our 
company mission. I have been fortunate 
to have worked in this environment for 
the last 16 years and all of  our initiatives, 
including organics, have this same 
mission in mind.” 

With an unshaking commitment to that 
mission while continually placing itself  
on the cutting-edge of  our industry, 
Tanimura & Antle is forging a strong path 
toward a bright panorama on the organic 
frontier. 

Left to right: John McKeon and Chris Glynn in the field

Organic Celery from Tanimura & Antle
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By Rex Lawrence
Like a Business

Treat Your

Career
Ready...Aim...Shoot! 

This is the recommended order, especially if you’re 
working with a limited amount of resources!

I find that many people do not always take this into 
account with their careers. Or, their aim is at the wrong 
target. Choosing a target is pretty darn important. 
What happens when you choose one that is too easy, 
or wrong, or not within one’s ability? What happens 
when the target moves and/or changes? I suppose that 
I could stretch this analogy along for quite a while, but 
you know where I’m going with this.

Through the course of reviewing resumes and many 
conversations with candidates, I have discovered that 
there are a few groups of career stories:

1. Go with the flow: I got my job early, worked my way 
through the company or industry, and somehow ended 
up here 20 years later.

2. I had a goal and achieved it: Now what? I have a 
certain amount of years to go and don’t know what I 
want to do!

3. I have a specific career path: I have carefully 
managed it from day one to where I’m at today. I’m still 
headed in that direction. 

Obviously there are many more variations and hybrids 
of these groups, but these seem to be the three “largest 
buckets.” 

For the record, I fall into group number two. I told my 
first boss in produce, at 20 years old, that I was going 
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Rex Lawrence 

to be the VP of Sales at a large shipper in Salinas, 
California one day. I was fortunate enough to get there 
much earlier than I expected, or was perhaps ready for, 
but I got there. Now what? I did not have a plan beyond 
that. I set my vision too short, and was a bit lost for a 
while after that. 

What I have discovered is that your career is your own 
mini company: “Your Name Here, INC.” So, since you’re 
a business it only makes sense to have a “Business Plan 
for YOU, INC.”

Why do this? What’s the point? 

It’s simple: time. Money and many other things come 
and go, but time we never get back! The shortest 
distance between two points is a straight line. You are 
where you are today. Know where you want to be, and 
then try to make career decisions that keep you on a 
straight line, or at least as straight a line as possible.

I once had a conversation with a young man who was 
asking questions about a sales position. At the time, 
he was a Food Safety Manager and had some prior 
experience in operations and farming, too. After about 
15 minutes of discussing this sales position, I stopped 
him and asked, “Wait, what is your 10-year vision?” His 
response was, “I want to be the head grower for a large 
grower/shipper.” I replied with, “Grower? Then why 
are we talking about a sales position?” He said that he 
thought that he could get into a grower/shipper and 
then work into the growing department.

This is not a straight line! Possible? Sure. Probable? 
Maybe. But it’s a long detour that will take time, and 
when he finally gets to the growing department he’ll still 
be at a starting point. 

So, now that we knew his vision, we worked out a plan. 
Before we finish this story, let’s review the components 
of a Business/Career Plan:

• Vision: Big picture, what you want to achieve

• Mission Statement: General statement about 
achieving your mission

• Core Values: How you will behave during the process/
career

• Strategies: One or more ways to use your mission to 
achieve your vision

• Goals: Things that need to be accomplished in order 
to implement your strategies

• Objectives: Specific milestones and timeline to 
achieving goals

• Action Plans: Specific plans to achieve objectives

Back to the story, our candidate had food safety 
and some ops experience. We decided that he could 
leverage his past experience to fill a food safety 
manager role with a smaller grower/shipper, and—
before he was hired—work out an arrangement, which is 
as follows: 

I’ll be your Food Safety Manager, set up and manage an 
amazing program, so long as I can also work with the 
growing operations and learn that side of the business 
too. Eventually, I’ll help train my successor in food safety, 
and move full-time into growing and continue to learn, 
contribute, and grow there. 

It worked! He did just that and is happily and efficiently 
traveling on his “straight-line path” toward his vision. 
You can, too!

Keep in mind, you may never reach your ultimate vision. 
You may fail—just like Christopher Columbus failed. He 
set out to circumnavigate the Earth and find India. He 
found America instead. There are many more failures 
that are success stories like Columbus’. They all have 
something in common: They moved forward and tried.

Carpe Diem! 
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By Kayla Webb

The Return of
the Mango Kings:
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hoever came up with 
the saying “stick with 

what you know” wasn’t 
working in produce. And 

honestly, sticking with what 
you know—where’s the fun 

in that? For almost 15 years, Freska 
Produce International has made a name 
for itself as a mango provider, but Gary 
Clevenger and Jesus “Chuy” Loza, ever 
the jacks of all trades, weren’t satisfied 
with being known only as the mango 
kings. With avocados enjoying an 
almost unrivaled popularity amongst 
consumers these days, Gary and Chuy 
were up for tackling a new challenge 
to expand Freska’s offerings. 

“We felt that we needed to be in the 
two hottest growing categories around 
right now,” Gary tells me. “Avocados 
and mangos are enjoying great growth 
and will continue to grow in the future, 
and the two just go together, making a 
great story to talk to customers about.”

Part of this story is Gary and Chuy’s 
own history with produce, as both 
of their roots span decades in the 
industry. From childhood, Gary worked 
in the warehouse of El Rio, California-
based Santa Clara Produce, one of the 
largest broccoli, celery, cauliflower, and 
strawberry shippers in that region. While 
Gary moved on to the restaurant and 
real estate industries for a few years, his 
path eventually returned to produce 
and crossed with Chuy, his now partner. 

Chuy’s produce journey began in high 
school with Limoneira. After college, 
he joined the Mission Produce team in 
the early ‘90s, which took him as far 

as Europe, Asia, and South America. 
Chuy then went on to work for mango 
shipper El Tropico, before joining a 
Ventura, California-based produce 
company, where he met Gary in 1999.

By 2004, the two had started their 
own company. With Chuy’s experience 
in procuring fruit, tying up the trucks, 
marketing, expansive sourcing and 
grower relationships, and growing 
categories, and Gary’s banking resources 
and financial background, the two 
kicked off Freska Produce International 
to import mangos and differentiate the 
category like none before them. Since 
starting Freska, the two have agreed 
to grow their business organically as 
demand and resources would allow, 
something that continues to this day as 
the company 
adds avocados 
to its repertoire.

Gary and Chuy’s 
latest endeavor—
making 
avocados as 
synonymous 
with the Freska 
name as 
mangos—may 
not be an easy 
task, but they 
have approached 
it with the same dedication and hard 
work as mangos before it. Similar to 
mangos, avocados weren’t always 
native to the area. So, while Gary and 
Chuy are braving the waters of a new 
category, they’re in the familiar territory 
of importing fruit to the U.S. and, as 
always, up for the task of doing it well. 

“Our goal for avocados is to continue 
to grow with our customer base and 
expand our business in organics and 
custom packs by tapping into our own 
creativity to offer different styles,” Chuy 
shares with me. “We are not looking to 
be the biggest avocado marketer. In 
fact, we cherish the role of supplying our 
customer base with both commodities, 
as we feel we have a good strategy for 
marketing both products together. They 
are both popular fruits, and we don’t 
want to clutter our marketing efforts 
with too many commodities. We try to 
do what we do well, or we don’t get into 
it. This is how we have run Freska since 
the beginning, and we hope to provide 
our customers with good, consistent-
quality products for years to come.”

While its dive into 
avocados is still fresh, 
Freska is not one to 
put all of its produce 
into one basket and 
has more up its 
sleeve to get excited 
about. Freska is also 
tacking organics 
onto its growing 
list of operations. 
Almost on the same 
level of consumer 
frenzy as avocados, 
organics are 

popping up more and more throughout 
the produce aisle with high demand 
in almost every category, and Freska 
is not one to miss out on the fun.

“We have had requests from a number of 
our customers over the years, starting 
as early as 2012, to offer more organic 

Avocados and 
mangos...just go 

together, making a 
great story to talk to 

customers about.
- Gary Clevenger,

Managing Member & Co-Founder,
Freska Produce International

Gary Clevenger (left) and Jesus “Chuy” 
Loza (right) first met in 1999, before starting 
Freska Produce International in 2004
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mangos,” Gary shares with me. “We are 
now shipping 20 percent of all our red and 
yellow mangos in organic labels. Over the 
next couple of years, our goal is to continue 
to grow our organic business and certify 
more growers at all of our shipping locations 
in an effort to better support our retail 
customers. We have also recently begun 
to offer 100 percent natural organic dried 
mangos from Mexico. Our volume is growing 
and, as of now, there is more demand than 
supply. This is an up-and-coming category 
for us and we predict it will continue to grow 
over the next few years as we take on more 
production. Ripening is also becoming more 
of a topic of interest for some retailers, so 
this is another avenue we’re keeping an 
eye on for possible growth in the future.” 

Along with its organic labels and dried 
mango products, Freska offers conventional 
Mexico and California Hass avocados, one 
of the most prevalent varietals available on 
grocery shelves. And while the company 
is still in the growing stages of its avocado 
program, its current plan to keep going 
forward at a steady pace is all thanks to 
its excellent sourcing and growing team. 

“We employ our own QC team wherever 
we are packing. This ensures a consistent 
pack no matter where we are—it’s our eyes 
and ears on the floor of each facility we 
pack out of, providing the best returns 
possible for our growers, which, in turn, 
ensures we are doing the right thing 
for our customers,” Gary explains.

It is here that Gary stops to admit that the 
dive into avocados would have been for 
naught without the balance the company 

has achieved with its growers and customers, 
who have both been integral in the process 
in more ways than one, including ensuring 
food safety and Fair Trade were also part 
of the company’s latest expansion efforts. 

“We feel that, without our growers, we would 
not have fruit to 
market, whether 
it’s mangos or 
avocados. We have 
the responsibility 
of doing the right 
thing for those who 
put in the effort 
to grow and make 
money. We need 
to support those 
efforts, and one way 
we’re doing that is by 
working toward Fair 
Trade certification 
at some of our 
packing locations 
and, eventually, 
certifying all of 
our sheds for this 
good cause,” Gary 
continues. “All of our 
efforts toward food 
safety certifications 
and Fair Trade are 
part of our overall 
efforts to bring 
value not only to our 
customers, but back 
to the farm as well.” 

Chuy adds, “What sets us apart as the 
go-to for mangos, as well as delving into 
avocados, is our grower relationships and 

We have always had 
a mantra to take 
care of growers, 
as without them, 
we would have 

no programs and, 
ultimately, no 

customers to sell to. 
- Jesus “Chuy” Loza

Managing Member & Co-Founder,
Freska Produce International

Freska Produce International 
grows Hass avocados in Mexico 
and California
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the fact that we have worked with 
them for long periods of time. These 
relationships ensure quality, consistency, 
and they push us both to grow. We 
have always had a mantra to take 
care of growers, as without them, 
we would have no programs and, 
ultimately, no customers to sell to.”

The produce industry as a whole knows 
this to be true, with many holding the 
bonds they’ve made over the years 
as the seeds that have grown their 
careers, companies, and stalks to 
successful heights. With many of these 
relationships formed over decades, 
Freska also sees its retail relationships, 
along with its grower relationships, as 
crucial to its expansion into avocados, 
having come up with a system of give-
and-take to get to where it is today. 

“Balancing our grower relationships 
with our retail relationships is just 
like a marriage; you need to have 
understanding and flexibility as things 
are not always going to go your way,” 
Gary explains. “You have to understand 
market volatility and understand that 
everyone involved has to come up with 
solutions and compromises to come to 
agreements, or, just like a marriage, it 
won’t last long. It’s about finding that 
balance between our growers’ needs 
and our retail goals, and coming to 
a happy medium to build a fruitful 
dynamic that lasts well into the future. 
We like to think we have both helped 
each other grow as we need each 
other to get the product to market, 
whether it’s mangos or avocados.”

Freska’s focus on its relationships also 
extends inward to the company’s own 
team. Teamwork and collaboration 
are words that both Gary and Chuy 
emphasize as another aspect that has 
helped Freska transition into offering not 
one, but two globally demanded fruits.

“We have been fortunate enough to have a 
great team’s support at our headquarters 
in Oxnard, California, along the way. 
We value our 
employees 
and their 
commitment 
to making 
it happen 
‘between the 
lines,’ starting 
with floor 
personnel all the 
way to upper 
management. 
We all work 
together to 
make sure we 
cover each 
other’s backs, 
as consistency 
and follow-
up are very 
important to 
any company’s success,” Chuy tells 
me. “Constantly dotting our i’s and 
crossing our t’s is what this business is 
all about, and the way we manage this 
as a team has been one of the reasons 
for our success. Collaboration provides 
our company with equal opportunities 
for success and allows us to contribute 
ideas that make us successful, too.” 

So much is in the works, and the 
company is still showing no signs of 
slowing. I ask Gary and Chuy for a 
sneak peek of what more is to come as 
the company continues to grow and 
expand, and they do not disappoint.

“We will continue to grow our two 
offerings just as we have over the last 
15 years—slow and steady, with the 
same drive that we had when starting 

the business 
in 2004,” Gary 
tells me. “We 
anticipate the 
growth of mangos 
to be explosive 
over the next five 
years, and we are 
striving to find 
different varieties 
and pack styles 
while keeping our 
finger close to the 
pulse of customer 
requests, wants,   
and needs.”

Unafraid to dive 
into new ventures, 
Freska Produce 
is keeping 

operations fresh and current with  
the times, thanks to the unrelenting 
hard work of its team. Now the produce 
industry has a new saying: stick with 
what you know, unless you’re building 
a produce empire—then you better 
avocaDO the most you can to keep up 
with ever-evolving consumer demand. 

Grower relationships 
are just like a 
marriage; you 
need to  have 

understanding and 
flexibility as things 

are not always going 
to go your way.

- Gary Clevenger

Co-Founders Gary Clevenger  (left) 
and Jesus “Chuy” Loza (right) THESNACK.NET / 35



The Road
PRIME TIME International

TO SUCCESS by Lillie Apostolos
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Prime Time Newhall Ranch

Some things never change, but 
others do, flourishing as a result. 
While Prime Time International is a 
company almost synonymous with 
peppers, its origin story is rooted 
in a vast array of categories—
from broccoli and cauliflower to 
asparagus.

Early on, one category, in particular, struck 
a chord with the company’s growth plans. 
The popularity surrounding colorful pepper 
varieties started to catch wind, tipping the 
company to an opportunity for unmatched 
development. Looking to its years of  growing 
experience, optimum farm land, and an 
experienced marketing team, Prime Time 
moved forward with pepper operations—an 
expansion that has been immeasurably 
rewarding and has led the company to 
become a leader in the category. 

Speaking with me on the company’s growth 
are Managing Members Mike Way and Jeff 
Taylor and Director of  Business Development 
Brian Miller, who share the story of  Prime 
Time’s journey to becoming a top producer 
for peppers and so much more.

“Prime Time is now one of  the largest year-
round growers, packers, and shippers of  
colored peppers in the United States,” Jeff 
tells me. “For nearly three decades, Prime 
Time has been at the forefront of  the North 
American pepper market. Over that time, the 
category experienced substantial growth in 
consumption, as peppers became an everyday 
necessity in an expanding market distribution 
model.” 

Prime Time bought a ticket and took the 
booming category for a ride. To ensure Prime 
Time was able to supply its beautifully hued 
peppers consistently, the company developed 
a network of  strategic growing regions and 
partnerships throughout North America. 

“Today’s marketplace demands consistent, 
high-quality, and safe supply 365 days a year. 
This is a goal that we aim to achieve daily, 
always adjusting and looking forward,” Jeff 
shares with me. “We’re regularly reminded 
of  the importance and impact secured supply 
can have on our business. Retail demand 
fluctuates with volume and pricing, but 
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foodservice continues to need items 
like red peppers all the time. We’re 
focused on making sure we have  
what our customers want when they 
need it.” 

With Mike, Jeff, and Brian 
pushing onward, they share with 
me that the real driving force 
behind the company’s movement 
is its relationships. Growing and 
distributing high-quality products 
is always at the forefront of  their 
business endeavors, but creating and 
nurturing the relationships needed 
to get their produce out for people to 
enjoy, is a foundation of  which they 
are routinely reminded. 

“Those relationships with our 
customers, grower partners, and, of  
course, those within the Prime Time 
team, are crucial to our success.  
The company’s passion for the 
business remains strong to this day,  
as we continue to expand our 
operations and evolve our product 
mix in order to meet customer needs,” 
Mike expresses. 

Mike tells me that Prime Time’s sweet 
mini peppers are a great product that 
continues to grow and add value to 
the company’s product mix. Enjoying 
support from end-consumers, the 
company’s sweet mini peppers 
jump off the shelf  with both 
exciting colors and attractive 
packaging. Because of  
increased demand, Prime 
Time offers its sweet mini 
peppers year-round—a move 
that has gained momentum 
as both an everyday, and 
promotional, item for 
retailers. The year-round 
offering has piqued retailers’ 
and foodservice operators’ 
interests, as consumers continue 

to look to Prime Time for its consistently 
delivered goods. 

“There has been a continuous effort to 
create a 365-day mini pepper operation, 
and it’s a good feeling when you start 
to see the benefits of  that work,” Brian 
shares with me. 

After seeing such incredible growth 
with its mini pepper operation, Prime 
Time recently took up a new path: the 
asparagus category. Just last year, the 
company launched its asparagus  
program, a move that has already 
become institutionalized as a staple  
for its offerings. 

“It’s been a natural fit for the company 
and has brought new and exciting energy 
to the team,” Brian says—adding that 
while the success energized the business, 
it is staying the course with tried-and-
true quality. “Prime Time is an amazing 
company, with a trusted brand and 
reputation. Customers have a certain 
level of  confidence in the Prime Time 
brand, and now they can add asparagus 
to the list of  trusted products.” 

To bring these tremendous efforts to 
life, the company has made it a mission 

“Those relationships with our 
customers, grower partners, and, of 
course, those within the Prime Time 
team, are crucial to our success.”

— Mike Way, Managing Member, Prime Time International

Prime Time Newhall Ranch Prime Time Sweet Mini Peppers
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to cultivate lasting relationships 
with its customers. This foundation 
has enabled Prime Time to bring 
its trusted products to families 
throughout North America, a 
connection that hits home for  
the brand. 

“Understanding the changes and 
challenges that our partners are 
seeing has been a big part of  our 
program. We do a lot of  traveling 
and, as a result, we are able to 
interact with our customers in great 
ways. To go out and visit, and to be 
with the trade, has been a pillar of  
our success,” Brian tells me. “The 
pace of  the business has changed 
because there is more sophistication 
and technology now, but, at the same 
time, it’s still people-focused. You 
have to keep that in mind and keep 
the basics in perspective.”

Navigating the company’s future 
growth with retailers and its added 
categories, the focus it has placed on 
its customers has permeated into the 
very fabric of  workplace makeup, as 
Prime Time hones in on people it 
brings on deck. 

“We are in the process of  
introducing new energy into our 
team,” Mike adds. “This means 
welcoming new talent on board. 
The added enthusiasm to the team 
is bringing a different scope to our 
portfolio, which is great while we 
look to the future and what lies 
ahead for us. We look forward to 
growing and welcoming the best 
talent out there to push us forward 
with our customers and, ultimately, 
their consumers. Prime Time wants 
to be the reliable source for fresh 
peppers, asparagus, and all of  
our offerings, and to do that, we 
are growing a team that is both 
innovative and well-versed in what 
it means to be part of  Prime Time.”

The company’s roots have reached 
far into the industry, elevating its 
already prominent stance in both 
the supermarkets and households 
that seek Prime Time’s produce. 
From broccoli and cauliflower to 
a thriving position in the pepper 
market and now with its evolution 
in asparagus, Prime Time’s growth 
is putting the pedal to the metal, 
enjoying the ride at every turn. 

“Customers have 
a certain level 
of confidence in 
the Prime Time 
brand, and now 
they can add 
asparagus to the 
list of trusted 
products.”  

— Brian Miller, Director of  
Business Development, Prime 
Time International

(From left to right) Managing Members 
Jeff Taylor and Mike Way with Director of  
Business Development Brian Miller, in the 
Prime Time pepper sorting facility
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Mix ingredients.

Serve over ice.

Enjoy!

1
2
3

Bee Sweet 
Citrus’ Grapefruit

GRAPEFRUIT MOSCOW MULE

½ cup freshly squeezed Bee Sweet Citrus 
grapefruit juice
¼ cup vodka
¾ cup ginger beer

Prep Time: 10 min
Ready in: 5 min
Servings: 1–2

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare 
recipes visit www.beesweetcitrus.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

40 / JULY 2018



by Jordan Okumura

A Story with the 
California Table Grape Commission
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California produces 99 percent of  the table grapes 
grown commercially in the U.S., truly making the 

state America’s local grape provider.

— Kathleen Nave, 
President, California Table Grape Commission

Kathleen Nave
President,

California Table Grape Commission

hen I think of  premium 
California produce, a few key 
categories come to mind, and 

vying for the top spot on that list is 
always the Golden State’s table grape 

industry. Celebrating this coveted industry 
and helping to elevate the category to 
new heights, the California Table Grape 
Commission is ramping up its efforts 
to bring a unique grape experience to 
produce departments and kitchen tables 
here in the States and across the globe. 

Commission President Kathleen Nave 
joins me to chat about the commission’s 
efforts and how, sometimes, the numbers 
can do all the talking. 

“California produces 99 percent of  
the table grapes grown commercially 
in the U.S., truly making the state 
America’s local grape provider. A 

majority of  the crop is consumed 
domestically, and in 2017, that remained 
true, with 64.2 percent of  the crop 
consumed in the U.S. and 35.8 percent 
consumed in export markets,” Kathleen 
shares. 

In 2017 alone, California table grapes 
were shipped to 59 countries around the 
world, with Canada, Mexico, mainland 
China, the Philippines, Taiwan, and 
Japan taking the top six volume markets, 
according to the commission. 

“California as an origin for safe, wholesome 
and great-tasting fruit simply resonates 
with consumers. In the U.S., new research 
tells us that nine in ten fresh grape 
purchasers prefer California grapes to 
those of  other origins when price is the 
same. 68 percent still prefer California 
grapes to other origins even when priced 
higher,” Kathleen reveals. 

Hovering around 110 million boxes, 
California table grape volume has been 
steady for the last four years. California’s 
extended growing season, May through 

January, results in the harvest of  more 
than 85 varieties, each of  which is unique, 
according to the commission. The 
commission has worked to move toward 
varieties that are more efficient to grow 
in the last five years, with red grapes 
still remaining the most produced (49.3 
percent of  the crop), followed by green 
grapes (40 percent of  the crop) and black 
grapes (10 percent of  the crop), Kathleen 
notes. 

So, what do stats like these mean for 
retailers who want to tap into the value of  
the California table grape category? 

Keeping grapes front-and-center across 
multiple platforms, both physical and 
digital, is key to getting grapes in-basket. 
With the knowledge that 55 percent of  
fresh grape purchasers make their decision 
to buy grapes before going to the store, the 
commission knows that keeping grapes 
at the top of  consumers’ minds through 
all forms of  media—television, radio, 
newspapers, magazines, online sites, and 
social—are routes that should be tapped 
more and more. 

“We found that 40 percent of  purchasers 
use social media as a shopping tool, so 
advertising via social media, particularly 
through Facebook, Instagram, and 
Pinterest, is a focus. This season, we are 
offering opportunities for retailers to 
participate in volume-based promotion 
awards programs, display and sales 
contests, and to receive media incentives 
with tagging opportunities in magazines, 
pre-roll video, and traffic radio,” Kathleen 
shares. 

She adds that the last five years have seen 
an uptick in the release of  new table grape 
varieties, but an ebb-and-flow of  varieties 
has always been part of  the table grape 
landscape. 

“The reason to develop new varieties is to 
provide growers with grapevines that are 
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It’s about doing work on behalf  of  the 
whole. Everything that the commission 

does is designed to benefit all of  the 
table grape growers, regardless of  

which varieties they grow, where they 
grow them, how long they grow them, 

or how big they are as operators.

more 
economical 

to grow and to 
provide consumers with more choice 
on the shelf  and, thus, more reason to 
buy California grapes,” Kathleen tells 
me. “The job of  the commission is to 
promote all California table grapes, so our 
primary interest is the way in which new 
varieties enhance and extend the season 
for California.” 

When I ask Kathleen what attracted her to 
the work that the California Table Grape 
Commission does, she shares that it was 
the idea of  helping a farming community 
remain economically viable by telling its 
stories and communicating its importance. 

With an undergraduate degree in 
Journalism, a graduate degree in 
Communication Research, and a vested 
interest in the kind of  storytelling that 
benefits communities of  people, it makes 
sense that Kathleen would be attracted to 
the commission. 

“It’s about doing work on 
behalf  of  the whole. 

Everything that the 
commission does is 
designed to benefit 
all of  the table grape 
growers, regardless of  

which varieties they grow, 
where they grow them, 

how long they grow them, 
or how big they are as operators,” 

Kathleen shares. “It’s nonprofit work 
in that sense and that—along with the 
people in the industry—is what has kept 
me here. I believe the work is important; 
I believe it makes a difference in 
the ability of  California 
table grape growers to 
remain economically 
viable. It’s not the 
only thing, of  
course, but it’s 
an important 
piece of  the 
puzzle—a tool 
for growers to 
use. That’s why 
I came and why 
I have stayed.” 

Kathleen tells me 
that, at the end of  the 
day, the California Table 
Grape Commission’s job is 
to promote all table grapes—red, 
green, black, seeded, and seedless—May 
through January. I can see Kathleen and 
the commission’s hard work and passion 
for storytelling in both the role they have 
played in creating demand for California 
table grapes around the world and in 
the fervor with which they speak of  their 
products and community. 

As a California kid and produce lover, 
you know I am beating the drum for our 
state’s premium table grape industry, and 
I would bet, after these numbers, retailers 
are, too. 

THESNACK.NET / 43





“
”

I believe my approach, 
that fresh produce adds 
delicious flavor, crunchy 
texture, and a feel-good 
appeal to all recipes, is 
inspiring for the industry 
and for the consumer.
Todd Fisher, Culinary Ambassador for 
Duda Farm Fresh Foods and Executive 
Chef, Seventh & Dolores Steakhouse

F rom his work as Culinary Ambassador 
for Duda Farm Fresh Foods to his 
efforts as Founder and Vice President 
of  Culinary Operations for Seventh & 
Dolores Steakhouse in Carmel-by-the-

Sea, California, Chef  Todd Fisher envisions fresh 
produce in nearly every dish he creates. With the 
versatility of  fruits and vegetables becoming more 
recognized across menus than ever, I sat down to 
ask a few questions of  this culinary leader.

Jordan Okumura
Editor in Chief 

AndNowUKnow & The Snack
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Jordan Okumura: As Duda’s Culinary 
Ambassador, how do you see your role 
impacting the way people approach fresh 
produce and incorporate it into their meals 
and recipes?
 
Chef Todd Fisher: I think my role as Duda’s 
Culinary Ambassador encourages a sense 
of  adventure for people when it comes to 
incorporating more fresh produce into their 
menus. I believe my approach, that fresh produce 
adds delicious flavor, crunchy texture, and a 
feel-good appeal to all recipes, is inspiring for the 
industry and for the consumer.
  
JO: How do you see the role of  fresh fruits 
and vegetables evolving at the restaurant 
table and the home chef’s table alike?
 
TF: More and more, chefs and home cooks are 
considering fresh produce as a main ingredient. 
Techniques like charing, roasting, braising, and 
grilling are just as easily applied to fresh produce 
as to meats and seafood at today’s tables. Fresh 
produce has, in many cases, replaced the carb-
loaded, starchy sides that used to crowd the dining 
table, and it is refreshing.
 

JO: What is it about fresh fruits 
and vegetables that not only 
elevates the health aspects 
of  a dish, but also its flavors, 
textures, and uniqueness or 
complexity?
 
TF: Fresh produce offers exactly 
that: freshness. It contrasts heavy 
fatty meats and adds texture to 
otherwise mono-textural foods. 
Fresh produce also adds a natural 
sweetness that can’t be mimicked with 

sweeteners and often refreshes the 
palate while you are dining.

 
Being a chef  here in California, and in 

Monterey County, specifically, we have 
some of  the best produce in the world. So, my 

philosophy of  incorporating fresh produce into 
meals also has a regional feel and a pride that I 
believe really comes out in our dishes at Seventh 
& Dolores. We use the best, serve it simply, and let 
it shine!
 

1
2

3

4

Most importantly, feed 
the trend. Keep fresh, 
vibrant offerings on the 
shelves and order guides. 
Deliver excellence with 
every order.

“
”

Dishes prepared by Chef  Todd 
Fisher at The James Beard House

JO: What can fresh produce suppliers do 
to become more involved in promoting the 
food artistry that can be tapped into with 
fresh produce?
 
TF: Fresh produce is a very forward-thinking 
industry, as a whole, in all aspects of  business—
value-added cuts, repurposed by-product, and 
extended shelf-life practices are all evidence of  
that. Getting involved in culinary-focused events 
and organizations is important. It is through these 
organizations that fresh produce companies will 
meet the chef  someplace other than their walk-in. 
It is where brand awareness will become brand 
partnerships, creating relationships that stretch 
beyond the kitchen.

46 / JULY 2018



JO: How can retailers and foodservice 
partners tap into this growing movement 
to bring, and appreciate, more fresh 
produce on the plate?
 
TF: Most importantly, feed the trend. Keep fresh, 
vibrant offerings on the shelves and order guides. 
Deliver excellence with every order. Spread the 
word and create a buzz; a social presence is more 
important than ever. Social media is the way this 
generation of  home cooks and the next generation 
of  chefs find inspiration. Pin it, friend it, and 
hashtag it.
 
JO: Chef  Todd, you were recently graced 
with the amazing honor of  cooking for 
guests at The James Beard House with the 
help of  Chef  de Cuisine Jeremiah Tydeman, 
Chef  Danny Leach, and Pastry Chef  Adam 
Wulf, who also call Seventh & Dolores home, 
as well. What path brought you to host and 
participate in the Dinners at the Beard 
House event this past spring?
 
TF: Cooking at The James Beard House (JBH) has 
truly been a dream of  mine since I first worked 
in fine-dining restaurants. I remember buying my 
first cookbook about sauces to learn more and 
increase my kitchen IQ. The book I bought had 
a gold seal on it for an award of  excellence from 
the James Beard Foundation (JBF). Although I 
didn’t know exactly who or what the JBF was, 
that gold seal resonated with me and would be 
an inspiration for what has been my entire career. 
The catalyst for cooking at the JBH came from 
what I considered an attainable goal—to receive a 

James Beard nomination for Seventh & Dolores. As 
we researched the possibility of  being recognized, 
the invitation to cook at the JBH was presented.
 
JO: What were some of  the details of  the 
evening and what inspired your menu 
choices?
 
TF: The greatest highlight would have to be 
standing in the middle of  the kitchen hoisting 
a glass of  sparkling wine in celebration of  the 
exceptionally executed dinner. Simply walking into 
the kitchen and standing on the culinary hallowed 
ground was inspiring, then to stand there knowing 
how many chefs had stood there before me was 
incredible.
 
The menu was designed around my personality and 
the team that made the trip to New York City. The 
goal was to showcase the uniqueness of  Seventh & 
Dolores and Folktale Winery & Vineyard. I created 
a menu that told the story of  the West Coast and 
the region we live in. It was also important to me 
to showcase the long standing relationships I have 
with my partners like Duda Farm Fresh Foods and 
Niman Ranch. Hours were dedicated to making 
certain all the details were thought out and all 
obstacles were accounted for.
 
As fresh produce continues to become an even more 
versatile tool for the culinary trade, chefs will play 
a greater and more impactful role in bringing fruits 
and veggies to the consumer. For me, I am always 
looking at what the possibilities of  produce are next, 
and a menu is a great way to find them. 

5
6

7

...that gold seal 
resonated with me and 
would be an inspiration 
for what has been my 
entire career.”

Chef  Todd Fisher celebrates with 
his team at The James Beard House

“
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For the croutons, toss cubed bagels in olive oil, salt and pepper, and 
put on a baking sheet. Bake for 10-15 minutes at 375° F or until 
golden brown. 

For the dressing, combine lemon juice, capers, shallots, cream 
cheese, salt, and pepper into a small food processor and pulse 
several times until everything is chopped and blended. Add 
buttermilk and pulse several more times until the dressing is mixed. 

Toss RomaBlend™ with croutons and dressing. Plate with smoked 
salmon and fried capers on top.

1

2

3

Mann’s
RomaBlend™ 

LOX AND BAGEL ROMABLEND™ CAESAR SALAD

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare 
recipes visit www.veggiesmadeeasy.com

12 oz Mann’s RomaBlend™ 
½ cup capers, fried 
12 oz smoked salmon

bag e l c ro u to n s

1 sesame, onion, or garlic bagel (cut in half  
and cubed) 
1 oz olive oil 
Pinch of  salt and pepper 

c a p e r d r e s s i n g

1 tbsp lemon juice 
2 tbsp capers 
1 tbsp minced shallots 
2 tbsp cream cheese 
¼ cup buttermilk 
Pinch of  salt and pepper 

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 15 min
Servings: 4

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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Value-added fruit and vegetables are cut, chopped, snipped, and otherwise altered, according to IRI

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

$3.1 Bil

931.2 Mil 

-0.4% 

-4.1%

$5.3 Bil

2.1 Bil

+6.7% 

+4.2%

Value-Added Fruit

Value-Added Vegetables

Value-Added

Produce

Snapshot

Sometimes you need a little help 
from your friends, and in the produce 

aisle, those friends are often the fruit and 
vegetable companies that are looking 

out for their consumers with value-added 
options. Across all categories, value-added 

offerings are combining convenience 
and innovation, upping the ante for the 

culinary-inclined or otherwise... 

Variety Vegetable  
sales increased 14.3 

percent vs. YA. 
 

Variety Fruit  
sales increased 5.7 

percent vs. YA.
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Top Value-Added 

Vegetables

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

$970.6 Mil

592.3 Mil

-0.3% 

+0.2%

$679.8 Mil

337.5 Mil

+12.2% 

+3.5%

$879.8 Mil

293.6 Mil

+1.5% 

-1.0%

$538.1 Mil

131.3 Mil 

+4.4% 

+7.4%

Carrots

Broccoli

Lettuce

Mushrooms

Organic vegetable sales 
made up 11.2 percent 

of all value-added 
vegetable sales within 

the last year.
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Top Value-Added 

Fruit

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

DOLLARS:

POUNDS:

DOLLARS % CHANGE VS YA:

VOLUME % CHANGE VS YA:

$1.1 Bil 

450.7 Mil 

-2.2% 

-6.8%

$469.1 Mil

129 Mil

+2.2% 

+1.2%

$235 Mil

47.6 Mil

+7.5% 

+9.6%

$234.4 Mil

52.8 Mil

-14.0% 

-10.4%

Melons Pineapple

Berries Apples

SOURCE: IRI, Multi-Outlet, 52 weeks ending April 22, 2018 vs YA
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SUMMER CITRUS FROM SOUTH AFRICA // BY ROBERT SCHAULIS

or the better part of  history, us 
Northerners had to do without 

citrus during the summer months—
no Bellinis, no grapefruit for breakfast, 

no blood oranges in salads. If  you wanted 
oranges in sangria in Seville, it would have to 
be fall—or you would have to make due with 
desiccated fruit. Thankfully, modernity has 
brought with it counter-seasonal offerings from 
the Southern Hemisphere.

Established in the late ’90s and rebranded in 
2016, Summer Citrus from South Africa is fast 
approaching 20 years providing Easy Peelers, 
oranges, grapefruit, and more to a growing 
number of  American eaters. And, as it enters its 
third decade, the company is more able than ever 
to bring an assortment of  healthy, fresh, and full-
flavored citrus options to U.S. customers. 

“Summer Citrus from South Africa began 
as a group of  growers in the Western Cape, 
committed to providing the best imported 
citrus around the world,” Suhanra Conradie 
explains to me. “Formerly the Western Cape 
Citrus Producers Forum, the mission of  this 
group was to fill a critical gap while U.S. citrus 
was not available by working with the most 
advanced logistics companies and importers to 
continue providing quality fruit.”

As Chief  Executive Officer of  Summer Citrus 
from South Africa, it’s Suhanra’s job to ensure 
that exceptionally flavorful fruit from South 
Africa’s Western Cape is available during the 
North American summer. 

“Our first vessel arrived at the Port of  
Philadelphia mid-June, and our season 
continues through September in order to 
provide product through October in the U.S.,” 

“...THE MISSION... 
WAS TO FILL A 
CRITICAL GAP WHILE 
U.S. CITRUS WAS 
NOT AVAILABLE 
BY WORKING 
WITH THE MOST 
ADVANCED LOGISTICS 
COMPANIES AND 
IMPORTERS TO 
CONTINUE PROVIDING 
QUALITY FRUIT.”
- SUHANRA CONRADIE, CEO, 
SUMMER CITRUS FROM SOUTH 
AFRICA

Catching
Sunthe
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Suhanra notes, adding that these vessels are 
laden with fruit distinguished by more than 
mere counter-seasonality. “Summer Citrus 
from South Africa produces some of  the 
world’s sweetest, most delicious citrus. It is our 
mission to support the U.S. by providing quality 
citrus during the months when the U.S. is not 
harvesting citrus in order to meet the demand 
of  consumers by having year-round fruit.” 

Suhanra has served as the organization’s leader 
since 2011, working tirelessly to establish the 
Summer Citrus from South Africa consumer 
brand; manage relationships between 
importers, logistics partners, government 
agencies, the company’s marketing agency, and 
even competitors to elevate that brand; and to 
sustain the company’s relentless pace. In the 
past three years, Suhanra tells me, Summer 
Citrus from South Africa has sustained record 
volumes—and grown as much as 25 percent—
all in the service of  meeting great and growing 
North American demand for summer citrus. 

“We believe in working with the U.S.’s citrus 
growers to understand how we can best 
complement the off-season for domestic 
orchards,” says Suhanra. “We also believe in 
the people behind our company and know 

that it takes a team to ensure the best-quality 
produce around the world. Our teams include 
our growers and their families, local and global 
officials, importers, logistics companies, our 
marketing agency DMA Solutions, and our 
Board of  Directors—all who play a key role 
in ensuring that our business model is highly 
advanced and ultimately benefits our customers.”

And, with a widespread network of  
partnerships and new leadership in place, 
Suhanra tells me that Summer Citrus 
from South Africa is ideally positioned to 

support those customers going 
forward. This April, the company 
announced a new generation of  
leadership with the appointment 
of  a new Chairman. With Johan 
Mouton stepping down, Summer 
Citrus from South Africa will hand 
the reins to Boet Mouton—just as 
the company approaches the 20th 
anniversary of  its establishment 
next year. 

“We are very pleased to welcome 
Boet as Chairman of  our Board 
of  Directors. This is a generational 
shift for the board, allowing us to 
be ‘young enough to change, but 

old enough to know better,’” explains Suhanra. 
“What this means is that we have decades 
of  experience as a group to understand the 
complex nature of  our business, while also 
understanding the importance of  adapting 

CEO, SUMMER CITRUS 

FROM SOUTH AFRICA

“SUMMER CITRUS 
FROM SOUTH AFRICA 
PRODUCES SOME 
OF THE WORLD’S 
SWEETEST, MOST 
DELICIOUS CITRUS.”

Oranges on South Africa’s Western Cape
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new ideas and creativity to be relevant and 
helpful to our consumers across multiple 
generations.”

Just two years ago, Suhanra notes, 
the company underwent the 
comprehensive rebrand that would 
transform the Western Cape Citrus 
Producers Forum into Summer 
Citrus from South Africa, introduce its new 
consumer-facing brand to the U.S., and bring 
the company’s image into better alignment with 
its product’s origins. And these recent changes 
to its leadership will allow the company to 
continue to innovate while remaining attuned to 
the history of  the industry. 

“In 2016, the Summer Citrus from South 
Africa brand was formed in order to better 
communicate with consumers about the 
seasonality and origin of  the fruit. We 

believed it was time to lean into our brand 
story—the ideal climate and soil conditions in 
Citrusdal, South Africa, paired with our highly 
passionate growers and their generations of  
farming expertise, made for a wonderful brand 
identity that could be shared with consumers 
looking to understand where their food is 
coming from,” Suhanra says.

And though South Africa has endured 
agricultural challenges of  late because of  
a series of  droughts, Suhanra tells me that 
Summer Citrus from South Africa has 
managed to not only survive—but thrive—
thanks to the company’s grower partners’ 
commitment to sustainable and efficient 
growing practices. 

“Summer Citrus executes a business model 
of  managing supply and demand, and with 
international best practices, innovation, and 

“WE ALSO BELIEVE IN 
THE PEOPLE BEHIND 
OUR COMPANY AND 
KNOW THAT IT 
TAKES A TEAM 
TO ENSURE THE 
BEST-QUALITY 
PRODUCE 
AROUND THE 
WORLD.”

Fresh and colorful citrus smoothies

Harvest time at a Summer Citrus from South Africa grove
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the latest technology, growers have managed 
the situation extremely well—to such an extent 
that increased volumes are planned for the 
2018 season,” says Suhanra. “Despite droughts 
in the Western Cape, our growing conditions 
have been favorable this year because of  our 
growers’ dedication to using drip irrigation 
methods and other sustainability practices that 
help us to maximize our resources without 
threatening quality.”

And, she adds, Summer Citrus from South 
Africa continues 
to grow despite 
potentially trying 
conditions.

“We anticipate an 
eight percent overall 
growth this season,” 
Suhanra notes.

Throughout the season, 
the company expects 
to capitalize on citrus 
trends with a range 
of  well-loved and 
specialty citrus items 
that U.S. consumers 
have come to associate 
with their favorite 
summer dishes. 

“Varieties will include Easy Peelers, Navels, 
Cara Cara, and Star Ruby Grapefruit. We 
continue to see Easy Peelers trend through 
the summer months, as they make for an 
excellent on-the-go snack for adults and 
children alike,” says Suhanra. “Other 
orange varieties and grapefruit continue to 

be popular in summer recipes like smoothie 
bowls, citrus cocktails, salads, and fresh baked 
goods.” 

By anticipating U.S. consumers’ needs, 
collaborating with partners up and down 
the supply chain, and consolidating logistics, 
marketing, and sales efforts of  the group of  
South African growers they represent, Suhanra 
notes that the Summer Citrus from South 
Africa team will be able to bring some of  the 
world’s finest citrus fruit to the U.S. market 
during the summer season for years to come. 

“We work with local and U.S. government 
agencies to ensure that our fruit meets the 
highest standards moving in and out of  each 
country. We’ve also partnered with Holt 
Logistics as our transportation partner because 
of  the company’s standard of  excellence and 
willingness to invest in the best technology 
for transport from South Africa to the U.S. 
without product spoilage,” Suhanra adds, 
noting, “Shipping citrus to the U.S. has 
reached a level of  sophistication unknown 
to any other, and we have gained a lot of  
momentum with our collaborative approach, 
which we intend to keep going strong.”

With a full range of  citrus staples to add zest 
to the summer season and a sophisticated and 
growing operation primed to meet the needs of  
its customers, Summer Citrus from South Africa 
will undoubtedly be helping U.S. customers 
for decades to come. Rest assured that sweet 
summer flavors are never out of  reach. 

“SHIPPING CITRUS 
TO THE U.S. HAS 
REACHED A LEVEL 
OF SOPHISTICATION 
UNKNOWN TO ANY 
OTHER, AND WE HAVE 
GAINED A LOT OF 
MOMENTUM WITH 
OUR COLLABORATIVE 
APPROACH...”

Summer Citrus from South Africa grove
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“As a Dietitian, I know we have our 
work cut out for us with only 1 
in 10 Canadians eating enough 
vegetables and fruit. I champion 

the Half  Your Plate message because 
people instantly get it. The Food 
Guide approach using numbers 
of  servings and sizes of  servings 
is just too much information. 
Knowing how much to eat 

is part of  the solution, but just as important is knowing 
how to put that advice into practice. Our Dietitian Day 
at CPMA 2018 in Vancouver aimed to do just that with 
practical takeaways such as simple meal ideas to get more 
veggies at breakfast and how to share facts (not fear) about 
agricultural practices like pesticides and GMOs. I think we 
need to remember folks primarily choose foods based on 
taste. Winning people over with tasty, simple ideas is key.”

T 
here seems to be no shortage of  nutritional advice 
these days, with many “experts” dispensing their 
wisdom. But Registered Dietitians (RD) are a 
trustworthy source of  sound advice. These health 
professionals specialize in the area of  nutrition 
and play a key role in shaping consumers choices 

and behaviors. Whether they work in a retail store, clinical 
practice, or institutional setting, Dietitians encounter many 
of  the same questions about healthy eating on a budget or 
meal preparation with a busy schedule. They also provide 
their clients with tools and information, such as the Half  
Your Plate message, to make the healthy eating choice the 
easy choice.

For the past four years, the Canadian Produce Marketing 
Association (CPMA) has partnered with Dietitians across 
Canada to provide continuing education opportunities 
as part of  our annual Convention and Trade Show. This 
peer-to-peer learning provides Dietitians the opportunity to 
explore the produce industry in depth. Education sessions 
have focused on topics such as understanding pesticide use, 
what GMOs are, and how produce can fit into any budget.

Produce Ambassadors:
How Produce Meets the Plate

CPMA
CORNER

By Editorial Contributor Ron Lemaire, President of CPMA

Carol Harrison
Registered Dietitian, Toronto
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“I have learned from my time as 
a Dietitian in retail that most 
consumers know the importance 
of  fruit and vegetables for 
health promotion and chronic 
disease prevention. But, they 
often have many questions on 
topics like pesticides, genetic 
modification, organics, and the 
safety of  their food. Registered 
Dietitians are the leaders in nutrition education and the 
most qualified professionals to address these questions, so 
I was thrilled to have the opportunity to educate RDs in 
Vancouver on these important areas so we can continue to 
address these questions with an evidence-based approach.”

“The Half  Your Plate message is one 
that I talk about in my practice every 
day. It is so practical and easy for my 
clients to remember and implement. 
The health benefits of  making this 

change on your plate are profound, 
and I love the fact that I am 
hearing more and more health 
professionals and organizations 
promoting this message.”

While they are experts in nutrition, Dietitians may not 
have had the opportunity to explore the produce supply 
chain. Providing them this education allows them to better 
understand the issues that the industry faces to provide 
healthy and safe produce for Canadians.

As they explore the trade show floor each year and speak 
to exhibitors, our Dietitian partners gain knowledge 
of  growing methods, varietals, and other topics facing 
the industry. This knowledge allows them to better 
communicate with their clients in their day-to-day practice.

Half  Your Plate helps find easy, budget-
friendly ways to fill half  of  your plate 
with fruits and veggies at every meal

Laurie Barker
Registered Dietitian, Halifax

Melanie Byland
Registered Dietitian, Vancouver

There are many benefits to having these credible health 
professionals participate in our industry event. Perhaps the 
most important is the chance to witness firsthand the passion 
and pride of  an industry that grows, ships, and sells the 
healthiest and most flavorful foods available. Understanding 
and experiencing the path of  our produce, the faces and 
families behind the product, and the story of  our industry 
further enriches the eating experience and the possibilities 
of  fruits and vegetables. Dietitians are not just an amazing 
resource for our supply chain and the retail and foodservice 
partnerships that help us thrive; they truly are some of  our 
greatest ambassadors to the consumer. 
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Quarter each Artisan® Dew Drop Cabbage vertically and place 
two wedges, touching, on each serving plate.

Toss together carrots, celery, bell pepper, and green onions, and 
pile between each pair of  cabbage wedges.

Add all dressing ingredients to a blender and blend until 
smooth.

Drizzle wedges and ingredients with as much dressing as you 
would like.

Top with almonds and serve.
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Tanimura & Antle’s
Artisan® Dew 
Drop Cabbage

TANIMURA & ANTLE ARTISAN ® DEW DROP ASIAN WEDGE SALAD

1 package Tanimura & Antle Artisan® 
Dew Drop Cabbage
1 cup shredded carrots
1 cup celery, chopped
1 red bell pepper, chopped
4 green onions, chopped
½ cup toasted almonds, chopped

DRESSING INGREDIENTS:

½ cup canola oil
⅓ cup rice vinegar
2 tbsp tamari or soy sauce
1 clove garlic, chopped
2 tbsp honey
2 tbsp peeled and minced ginger
1 tsp toasted sesame oil

Prep Time: 15 min
Servings: 4 For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes 

visit www.taproduce.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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The American Dream:

Cultivating 
a Fresh 

Lifestyle
by Lillie Apostolos
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I t always starts when we’re young. As 
sponge-like children thirsty for flavors 
and hungry for foods both familiar and 
foreign, we often carry the emotions tied 
to our sensory experiences with us the rest 
of  our days. Some of  us find enjoyment in 

nostalgia, and some build a livelihood out of  it.

Atlas Produce Founder Robert Dobrzanski tells me 
the first seed of  his interest in agriculture and produce 
was planted early.
 

“When I was a kid, I would go to my 
grandmother’s house, and she would do 
yoga, was vegan, and had all of  these 
healthy practices well before they were 
trendy. There was, what I thought as a 
kid, no good food,” Robert laughs, as 
he recollects his time at her house. “My 
grandmother would ask me what I wanted, 
and I’d tell her that I wanted something 
sweet. She would go to the cupboard and get 
me some dates. She taught me about dates as a 
kid—about their sustainable energy—and all I 
could think was how they tasted like caramel.”
 
That initial seed of  interest flourished and is now a 
full-on love for, and belief  in, the date industry. For 
Robert, the date business is more than just a product 
to supply end-consumers—it’s a way of  life. Atlas 
Produce has undergone extensive introspection 
and analysis of  what it means to eat well—both 
encouraging what is healthy and promoting a snack 
that feels indulgent. With its brand, Fresh Energy™ 
Medjool Dates, the company aims to do just that 
by becoming more than a produce company, but a 
lifestyle brand.

“Fresh Energy is a lifestyle—it’s people looking for 
snacking alternatives that are easy to eat, taste great, 
and are healthy. Our product has no additives, is 
100 percent natural, offers minerals, is antioxidant-
rich, and is high in potassium. The natural sugar, 
though, is really interesting, because it is really low 

on the glycemic index. The body doesn’t release all 
of  the sugars at once with dates, allowing consumers 
to avoid a sugar high and then a low crash—this is 
sustainable energy. It’s fresh energy.”
 
When Robert first jumped into the date industry 
in 2003, household penetration was very low. Over 
the last 10 years, the company has seen double-digit 
growth. There is still much room to develop this 
segment, he tells me, and the company is doing it with 
its Fresh Energy branded Californian dates. 

The latest products packed under the California-
grown and Coachella, California-based Fresh 

Energy brand are Organic Pitted Medjool, 
Organic Whole Medjool, Organic Bite-
Sized Date Rolls, Organic Medjool Date 
Pieces, and Organic Paste, which all come 
in conventional, too. 

 
“The Coachella Valley has been my stomping 

grounds for over 25 years, and I love it. The 
Valley is full of  extremes, and the Fresh Energy 
dates bring out the best aspects of  this. The 
desert can be very harsh, but our sweet and 
succulent fruit comes from the same place,” 

Robert tells me of  his dates’ origin story. “We call out 
Coachella on all of  our products’ labeling for obvious 
reasons. Not only is the Coachella Valley the biggest 
date growing region in California, but it also happens 
to be the host city for one of  the biggest music 
festivals in the country. ‘Coachella’ has now become a 
media buzzword. It has been great because Coachella 
Valley water and land work well for grape and date 
growers, but now people actually know where our 
dates come from, which is pretty cool.” 
 
The journey has been a healthy combination of  
work and play for Robert, with boosts of  energizing 
motivation and encouragement at every turn. A 
child of  immigrants from Poland with a father well-
established in the oil business, Robert carved out his 
own path to success, one that has been accomplished 
by hard work and a welcoming disposition.

“Fresh Energy is a lifestyle—it’s people looking for 
snacking alternatives that are easy to eat, taste 
great, and are healthy.” 

—Robert Dobrzanski, founder, atlas produce

robert dobrzanski,
founder, atlas produce
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Robert’s interest in agriculture started early. As a 
teen, he worked in the fields picking tomatoes and 
table grapes. After graduating from University of  
California, Davis with a degree in Agricultural and 
Managerial Economics, Robert stepped into the 
industry with his first job at Sun World® in Coachella, 
where date grower Eleanor Faulk took him under her 
wing and taught him all about the industry.
 

“I’m the American Dream!” he laughs. “I had an 
opportunity to get into the date deal, so I took it. 
Before I started Atlas, I worked for Sun World and got 
familiar with the process—the growing and handling 
of  dates. Then, I started my own company after 
working at Sun World and Castle Rock selling grapes. 
The table grape deal was and still is my passion, 
then the date deal happened. I had a college buddy 
investing in dates, so we got together to get something 
in the works. I started my marketing company to sell 
dates and grapes, primarily as a marketer.”

Since he first came onto the scene with Atlas, business 
has steadily progressed as dates find their way into 
more households. The branded approach, rather 
than bulk, is more eye-catching for consumers, 
consequently leading to more sales of  Fresh Energy 
products, Robert tells me.
 

“We are seeing great growth. It has been nice, 
sustainable, and double-digit growth year-upon-year 
for the past 10 years. More people are eating dates 
because they want to eat healthy. That circles back to 
our Fresh Energy concept—why we are doing what 
we’re doing,” he explains.
 
Building his business with meticulous strategy, Robert 
tells me that right now, summer is the time to plan for 
upcoming promotional opportunities. 

“During this time period, retailers are setting their 
winter holiday calendars. We are a great alternative 
snack to what’s available in the current marketplace 
since what we offer is fresh, natural, and healthy,” he 
says, before mapping out different courses of  action 
retailers can take to gain optimal sales of  Atlas 
products.
 
To provide the tools for success, Atlas offers new point 
of  sales and marketing materials, alongside other 
business assets that retailers can use to boost sales 
during the holidays and year-round. The company 
also provides a free shipper display for the holidays, 
which includes a high-graphic design and a list of  
health benefits to attract athletes using a lot of  energy, 
on-the-go parents looking for healthy snacks, tiny 
tots wanting to appease their sweet teeth, and every 
shopper in between. The company also has coupons 
that retailers can tap into, and tasting events will be 
popping up with key retail partners during the holiday 
season. While they are an expensive investment to 
make, tastings build the category overall, Robert 
explains.
 

“Participating in tastings, when consumers can 
really try what we have to offer, is really good for 
the industry. I am putting our name and product 

“atlas has been a great 
ambassador and champion 
of californian dates and 
has helped in the growth of 
the date industry.”

atlas produce medjool dates
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“We are a great alternative 
snack to what’s available 
in the current marketplace 
since what we offer is fresh, 
natural, and healthy.”
out there for everyone to try,” he shares. “I’m 
an advocate of  the California date deal. If  they 
thrive, we’re going to thrive. I rely on a lot of  our 
associate growers to bring us their fruit, and with 
our own production increasing and our growth, I 
need to have good relationships with all of  the date 
growers. We’re all in this together.”
 
This passion for dates is a branch off the idea 
that with healthy eating comes a better quality of  
life—a core value that Robert’s work embodies. 
Dates, he tells me, are increasingly becoming a 
sugar replacement, as they make their way into 
more cooking and baking applications. In addition 
to this, the company promotes its potassium-, 
mineral-, and antioxidant-rich dates that make 
heart-healthy, gluten-free, and super-food diets 
easier and more accessible than ever before. The 
opportunity to grow lies in perpetuating the 
message that happier living is a result of  healthier 
habits, he shares. It’s about finding a way to bring 
Fresh Energy to consumers, driving an industry-
wide growth in the process.
 
With so much going on with Atlas, it is almost hard 
to believe that Robert has his hand in the cattle 
industry, too, with his own cattle ranch in Bishop, 
California, on the eastern slopes of  the Sierra 
Nevada region. True to form, it’s all about family 
for Robert—how to grow together as a team to 
make the whole industry shine. Alongside his 
four children and wife, the family takes on more 
and more to increase growth opportunities, but it 
always comes back to dates for Robert.
 

“What I love about it is that we can expand the 
Fresh Energy concept to so many items. That’s 
what I mean when I say it is a lifestyle brand. 
That’s where we are seeing our growth going 
forward—finding new avenues for people to enjoy 
dates! Atlas has been a great ambassador and 
champion of  Californian dates and has helped in 
the growth of  the date industry,” Robert shares.
 
Life has come full circle for Robert—as he focuses 
on his flourishing business in an industry to which 
his grandmother introduced him and from which 
he has found so much fulfillment—with Fresh 
Energy dates to dazzle the masses. 
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Combine all ingredients in a saucepan over medium-high heat, 
stirring frequently. When this mixture comes to a boil, reduce heat 
to medium-low and simmer for 1 hour. Stir frequently.

While the mixture is cooking, begin the process of  boiling glass jars 
that have lids in a large pot. Once the water comes to a boil, turn 
the heat to low to keep them warm. 

Once the mixture has thickened, fill the jars with the mixture 
leaving ½ inch space and close tightly. Place the jars back in the 
water and bring to a boil for 10 minutes.

Cool completely at room temperature before placing in the 
refrigerator.

Enjoy as desired. Pictured with sesame seed crisps and gorgonzola 
cheese.
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Catania  
Worldwide’s Black 

Mission Figs

BLACK MISSION FIG JAM

650 grams of  ripe fresh black mission figs
1 cup granulated white sugar
¼ cup freshly-squeezed lemon juice
1 tsp vanilla extract
2 tsp honey
½ cup lemon zest

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 1 hour 20 min
Servings: 2-3 10 oz jars

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare 
recipes visit www.cataniaworldwide.ca

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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Alex
Jackson
Berkley

ASSISTANT SALES MANAGER
FRIEDA’S SPECIALTY 

PRODUCE

SENIOR WRITER

As consumers seek more 
and more variety and look 
to in-store shopping experiences 
for inspiration as much as amenities, 

successful merchandising practices have become 
a must for retailers looking to get a leg up on the 
competition.

So, how can retailers court consumers and drive 
specialty produce sales with merchandising practices 
that best feature fresh offerings—be they seasonal, 
imported, or otherwise unique? And how can retailers 

best reap the rewards of  a rich variety of  products 
through merchandising? These are questions 
Alex Jackson Berkley, Assistant Sales Manager 
at Frieda’s Specialty Produce, has thought about 

more than most. 

For more than half  a century, Frieda’s has been 
pioneering new categories and finding ways to grow 
demand for items like watermelon radishes, taro root, 
turmeric, kumquats, and pluots. From dragon fruit 
and daikon to fennel and fiddlehead fern, Frieda’s has 
been expanding stateside eaters’ ideas of  what they 
want to see in the produce aisle. 

Alex was gracious enough to share some insights 
into the importance of  merchandising in a shifting 
consumer landscape.

SPECIALTY SHOP: A Q&A with Alex Jackson Berkley
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Alex Jackson Berkley: As long as 
there are brick and mortar stores, which 
I believe will be around as long as I am 
alive, the influence of  merchandisers and 
merchandising will be vital to the produce 
department. As we know, consumers are 
looking for inspiration when they go to 
the grocery store. Merchandising is the 
anchor of  that inspiration. Whether it is 
highlighting what is new or in peak of  season 
or suggesting a product mix relevant to 
the current holiday, merchandising shows 
consumers exactly what they should be 
buying and eating. Now, consumers want to 
eat what tastes good—not just what is cheap. 
If  retailers are focusing their merchandising 
on high-flavor, in-season, interesting items, 
they will see it pay off in sales.

AJB: The biggest challenge with 
merchandising specialty produce is when 
there is a lack of  training. When a retailer or 
a produce manager doesn’t know what to do 
with our products, they may feel inclined to 
skip it all together. However, what Frieda’s 
has been doing for 55 years is educating 
retailers on how to merchandise specialty 
produce—not only so shoppers can find 
it, but so shoppers will be inclined to put it 
in their shopping carts and come back for 
more. We used to hear objections like “I don’t 
have space” or “This stuff just shrinks!” Well, 
shoppers are now expecting variety in their 
stores, so retailers are required to carry variety. 
Now, it’s about merchandising it in the best 
location that makes sense for the shopper 
and the shelf-life, while keeping it fresh and 
educating the consumer at point-of-sale, all at 
the same time.

When a store effectively merchandises Frieda’s 
products, they will see an increase in sales at 
the register. And we have proof ! When our 
retail partners work closely with us, they see 
the dollars. For example, one of  our East 
Coast retailers that has been closely following 
our recommendations, while implementing 
their industry knowledge, saw a 26 percent 
growth in sales dollars through the register in 
2017 as compared to the previous year. You 
can’t beat that!

Robert Schaulis: First and 
foremost, how do you see 
merchandising and the role of 
merchandisers today influencing 
the produce industry? How do 
you think in-store merchandising 
can affect the way consumers eat 
and approach fresh food?

RS: As a marketer and distributor 
of specialty produce, what are 
some of the challenges associated 
with merchandising Frieda’s 
products? What are some of the 
rewards that stores can reap from 
effectively merchandising Frieda’s 
products?

 Consumers are looking 
for inspiration when they 
go to the grocery store. 
Merchandising is the anchor 
of that inspiration.

- ALEX JACKSON BERKLEY,
ASSISTANT SALES MANAGER, 
FRIEDA’S SPECIALTY PRODUCE 

SPECIALTY SHOP: A Q&A with Alex Jackson Berkley
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AJB: Our retail partners are just that— 
partners. They become a part of  our family, 
and we work hard to keep them successful. 
This involves trying things, taking advantage 
of  what works, and quickly eliminating what 
doesn’t work. Every partner is different, and 
there is not a one-size-fits-all solution. That’s 
why we see more retailers coming to us to 
become a partner; we work closely with them 
to execute a program that works for their 
stores and shoppers, and not something that 
only works for Frieda’s. We all must win!

It’s with this win-win ethos in mind, Alex tells me, 
that Frieda’s and its partners can work to craft custom 
solutions to problems of  category management and 
merchandising, allowing retailers to reap the rewards 
of  a fulsome variety of  fruits and vegetables.  

RS: How would you summarily 
describe the relationship between 
a company like Frieda’s and the 
merchandising practices of its 
partners and customers?

 Our retail partners are 
just that—partners. They 
become a part of our family, 
and we work hard to keep 
them successful.

SPECIALTY SHOP: A Q&A with Alex Jackson Berkley
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Raley’s
BY JORDAN OKUMURA

 One Plate            at a              Time

AT RALEY’S, WE ARE DRIVEN 
BY OUR VISION TO INFUSE LIFE 
WITH HEALTH AND HAPPINESS, 
BY CHANGING THE WAY WE EAT... 
GREG CORRIGAN, SENIOR DIRECTOR 
OF PRODUCE AND FLORAL, RALEY’S ”

“

68 / JULY 2018



S A SACRAMENTO, 
CALIFORNIA, NATIVE,  
I have fond childhood memories 
of Raley’s and its family of 
stores: standing on the back of a 

shopping cart and maneuvering down the aisles, 
stacking Fuji apples on produce weighing scales, 
and staring longingly at the fresh pastries behind 
the glass case, just out of reach. As an adult, 
Raley’s Senior Director of Produce and Floral, 
Greg Corrigan, walks me through his story with 
the company, talking fruits and vegetables as he 
blends together his love of produce and how the 
game has changed for the retailer.

It’s summer, and the heat is just upon us. As a key 
season for fresh produce promotions at Raley’s, 
the company has launched a full-scale campaign 
to bring fruits and vegetables to the forefront of 
the retail space as fresh continues to be a larger 
and larger focus for the retail team behind the 
83-year-old grocery company. 

“Our summer produce push is focused on 
sharing our team’s passion for produce with 
our customers. At Raley’s, we are driven by our 
vision to infuse life with health and happiness, 
by changing the way we eat, one plate at a time,” 
Greg tells me. “By working with our growers to 
bring the best organic and conventional produce 
to the marketplace at affordable prices, we are 
staying true to that vision by offering even more 

fresh, healthy produce options to our customers 
during this push. It is an exciting time.” 

Executing the effort will come with ease as 
Raley’s is fortunate to have many special and 
longstanding relationships with its growers. The 
produce team works closely with farmer partners 
to bring the best fresh products to its stores. As 
a grocer in Northern California and Nevada, 
Raley’s is expanding. Recently, the company 
purchased six stores in the greater Reno area. 
Raley’s now owns and operates 129 stores under 
five banners: Raley’s, Bel Air Markets, Nob 
Hill Foods, eight Food Source stores, and a new 
Market 5-ONE-5 banner. Raley’s also owns 
and operates 13 Aisle 1 Fuel Stations throughout 
Northern California and Nevada. 

All Raley’s stores open their doors every day with 
the same sentiment in mind—to take care of their 
partners and the communities in which they call 
home.

“We strive to tell our grower stories throughout 
the summer because today’s consumers want to 
know the story behind their food,” Greg shares. 

“In our stores, our team members will increase the 
amount of sampling and create memorable floor 
displays. Our store team members will focus on 
truly knowing the produce offerings and sharing 
the great customer service that Raley’s has come 
to be known for.”

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: MICHAEL SCHUTT, SR. CATEGORY MANAGER, PRODUCE AND FLORAL; GREG CORRIGAN, SENIOR 
DIRECTOR, PRODUCE AND FLORAL; ERIN CAVALETTO, PROCUREMENT ANALYST, PRODUCE AND FLORAL; AND CINDY RALEY, 
ASSOCIATE CATEGORY MANAGER FLORAL, IN A BEL AIR FRESH PRODUCE SECTION IN SACRAMENTO, CALIFORNIA

A
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This summer push is coinciding with Raley’s 
multidimensional However You Eat campaign, 
featuring print, radio, video, social media, 
and in-store elements, which kicked off in the 
spring. The initiative supports the company’s 
vision to “infuse life with health and happiness.”

“The main focus for the campaign is inclusivity, 
with the idea being that Raley’s can be the 
place to shop for anyone from a pescatarian 
or a parent with a child who’s a picky eater to 
a couple trying to avoid artificial ingredients,” 
Greg expresses. “The goal of the campaign is 
for all shoppers to feel welcome, comfortable, 
and accepted at Raley’s regardless of where 
they are on their individual health journey.”

The However You Eat campaign invites 
customers to shop at Raley’s for their nutrition 
and wellness needs. Recently, Raley’s has been 
making progressive moves to make healthy 
food more accessible to all of its customers, 
but the company also notes that customers 
may want to splurge on their favorite treats as 
well—for me that would be the entire cheese 
department or a dry rosé.

“We are committed to providing our customers 
with access to plentiful and affordable healthy 
food options, but we also accept the need to 
treat yourself,” Greg reflects. “Produce is 
a vital part of our customers’ baskets. The 
best part of summer is always access to high-
quality produce favorites, including cherries, 
peaches, corn, and more. The However You Eat 
campaign aligns perfectly with our summer 
push program.” 

When I ask Greg how the campaign seeks to 
impact Raley’s growth and the surrounding 
communities, he replies that the company’s 
customers have varied needs, and the However 
You Eat campaign lets them know that Raley’s is 
here to support them all. 

“No matter how you eat, we are hoping that 
Raley’s is your preferred destination for the 
best fresh products, affordable offerings, and 
personalized service,” he shares. 

Raley’s growth in recent years has allowed 
them to serve multiple communities and 
demographics in a host of different grocery 

PRODUCE IS OUR PASSION, AND THE SPECIAL 
RELATIONSHIPS THAT WE HAVE WITH OUR 
GROWERS ENABLE US TO OFFER THE VERY BEST 
FRUITS AND VEGETABLES TO OUR CUSTOMERS.

“

”

THE ORGANIC DEPARTMENT AT A BEL AIR LOCATION IN SACRAMENTO, CALIFORNIA FEATURING LOCAL ORGANIC GROWERS 
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formats. From the new fresh focus to the 
recently debuted new brand, Market 5-ONE-5, 
the company is always focused on offering the 
best fresh products at affordable prices. 

“Produce is our passion, and the special 
relationships that we have with our growers 
enable us to offer the very best fruits and 
vegetables to our customers,” Greg tells me. 

“We support local farms through our Living Local 
program, which gives a retail channel to local 
farmers and their seasonal products within 50 
miles of each store. We are fortunate enough to 
have our stores in close proximity to some of the 
world’s greatest agricultural areas, which allows 
us to carry the largest variety and selection 
of organic produce of any conventional 
supermarket in the area.”

Greg’s passion for the industry is contagious to 
those around him. You get that sense as soon 
as he launches into that first thought, all the 
way to his last. Greg began his career in the 
grocery industry in 1984 working for Bel Air 
Market—before it was acquired by Raley’s—as 
he attended Sacramento State University where 
he achieved his Bachelor of Science Degree in 
Business Administration in 1991. And I believe 
we, as an industry, are all quite thankful he 
never left. Greg served as a produce manager 
at store-level for nine years and, in 1998, Greg 
was promoted to District Produce and Floral 
Supervisor overseeing the store level operations 
for produce and floral in the South Division for 
Raley’s. 

In 2000, Greg was promoted to Director of 
Produce and Floral, where his responsibilities 
included overseeing all procurement and 
merchandising for the three company banners 
which include Raley’s, Bel Air Market, and 
Nob Hill Foods. Standing tall with more 
than 34 years of experience in the grocery 
retail business, Greg continues to oversee 
all the procurement and merchandising for 
the 119-store chain operating in Northern 
California and Northern Nevada, as the Senior 
Director of Produce and Floral for Raley’s 
Family of Fine Stores.

After listening to Greg’s story, I almost feel silly 
asking him where his passion for the industry 
stems from. 

But he would never make anyone feel that way. 

“The industry and the people in it are dynamic 
and passionate. And they live that every day,” 
he says with a smile. 

“It helps me to do the same.”  (TOP) ERIN, GREG, AND MICHAEL DISCUSS PRODUCE 
(MIDDLE) GREG ARRANGES BANANAS; (BOTTOM) CINDY 
AND ERIN SURVEY FRESH-CUT FLOWERS
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I n produce, the first thing to 
consider is whether the product 
needs to be refrigerated. If it does, 

does it need to remain hydrated? 
There are normally set locations in a 
grocery store for each of these product 
groupings. Although, you do not need 
to spend a lot of time touring produce 
departments before you see tomatoes 
in the wet case or romaine lettuce 
on an ambient table. These are both 
examples of merchandising in the 
wrong vehicle and should be avoided. 
Beyond temperature and hydration, 
things start to get interesting. There 
are many tactics that can be used to 
influence when and in what quantities 
products are purchased. This is where 
all the fun begins.
 

Last month I talked about the 
importance of product assortment in 
the overall merchandising strategy 

of a retailer. This month I am going to 
talk about placement. It’s the one “P” of 
merchandising that I believe goes hand-
in-hand with product. As important as 
product assortment is, a great assortment 
can lose its effectiveness if customers cannot 
find it, or it is not merchandised in the 
proper vehicle. This is where placement 
comes in. Like choosing the assortment 
itself, there are several factors to consider 
when developing a placement plan.

THE FOUR P’S OF MERCHANDISING: 
PRODUCT, PLACEMENT, 

PRICING, AND PROMOTION

BY EDITORIAL CONTRIBUTOR MIKE MAUTI, 
MANAGING PARTNER, EXECULYTICS CONSULTING

PART 2: A DEEP DIVE INTO PRODUCT PLACEMENT

ILLUSTRATION BY EMILY MCLAIN
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A basic concept at the root of 
placement strategy is: not all sales are 
created equal. Whaaaat…wait a second, 
what does that mean? A sale, is a sale, 
is a sale, right? Not exactly. Some 
sales come at a higher profit margin; 
others improve a store’s price, quality, 
or freshness perception; others 
still drive loyalty to the store. The 
overarching purpose of placement 
strategy is to influence product 
pickup in order to drive one of the 
previously mentioned priorities. This 
can be done using one or more of 
several tactics.
 
The first tactic is to build displays 
in high-traffic areas using either 
endcaps or off-shelf displays. For 
a customer to purchase a product, 
they need to see it, and since many 
customers do not spend the time 
going down every aisle, many, if 
not most products, are skipped. By 
creating a secondary display in a 
main thoroughfare, product visibility 
is increased dramatically, followed 
usually by increased sales. Displays 
in high-traffic areas such as these are 
popular for flyer items and in-store 
features. For a discount operator, this 
is a prime strategy to enhance price 
impression.

A planogram is another placement 
tactic used to influence sales. It is 
essentially a two-dimensional visual 
representation of how the assortment 
is to be displayed. It is most 
frequently used to arrange value-
added products displayed in a multi-
deck merchandiser. However, the 
value of planograms is increasing in a 
modern produce department. We are 
more often seeing planograms used 
for in-line tables to maintain variety, 
manage inventory, and sustain a 
consistent look. The real power of 
planograms is that they dictate where 
a product is going to be. To influence 
the sales of a high profit item, it could 
be planogrammed first in flow, at eye 
level, or even next to a staple product 
guaranteeing consistent traffic flow.
 
Planograms are also used to dictate 
the amount of product on the sales 
floor. By allowing for a set amount of 
linear feet for each item, operators 
can control display size, minimizing 

shortages while also reducing shrink. 
Many mass merchants will use 
planograms to maintain consistent 
inventory levels ensuring in stock 
positions and reducing the burden of 
replenishment.
 
Suppliers, too, are finding the 
benefits of maintaining planograms 
for their product categories. As many 
suppliers strive to increase their value 
to retailers, visual representations of 
their products have proven to be very 
helpful when retailers open stores, 
switch suppliers or complete category 
reviews.
 
Lastly, cross-merchandising is 
another powerful tactic to influence 
sales. Displaying lemons in the 
seafood department is an age-old 
example of cross-merchandising. 
Anything that takes a product 
outside of its normal display space for 
selling, in conjunction with another 
product (like lemons in the seafood 
department) is cross-merchandising. 
There are many opportunities for 
produce items inside and outside the 
produce department. For example, 
this can be seen with basil next to 
tomatoes, jarred salad dressing 
next to the lettuce, or portobello 

mushrooms next to the fresh beef 
patties. The intention is to inspire 
customers to purchase complete 
meal ideas and put one more 
product in the basket. Full-service 
grocery operators often use cross-
merchandising to enhance their 
image as a food authority.
 
Placement strategy can be a 
powerful way to influence customer 
purchase patterns and is very 
effective at enhancing profitability 
and improving (or establishing) a 
wide range of positive customer 
perceptions. One final note, the 
tactics discussed are universal to 
all retailers. Although it makes 
sense to say a discount retailer uses 
endcaps to drive price perception, 
full-service retailers also use 
this tactic for the same reason, 
sometimes to an even greater effect. 
Likewise, mass merchants will use 
cross-merchandising to drive sales 
and improve their ‘foodie’ image. 
Placement is an important, yet often 
forgotten piece to the merchandising 
puzzle. Assortment without 
placement is like a car without gas. 
It has the necessary mechanics—but 
not the fuel to get you where you 
need to go. 

Mike Mauti is the Managing Partner and Senior Vice 

President of Execulytics Consulting, a firm catering to 

produce suppliers and independent retailers. With over 

two decades of experience navigating the Canadian retail 

scene as a buyer, merchant, and operator, he certainly 

qualifies as an expert. And with much of that time spent 

in produce, he has the goods to deliver on his promise to 

bridge the gap between growers and retailers. Check 

out www.execulytics.ca to learn more about the 

company’s signature products: 

The Retail 101 Seminar and

 Canadian Intelligence

 Services.

MIKE MAUTI
Managing Partner,
Execulytics Consulting
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Botanically dissimilar from their starchy tuberous namesake, 
the potato, sweet potatoes have historically been thought to 
have originated in the Americas. Recent research, though, 
suggests these nutrition-packed cousins of  the morning 

glory may have their roots in Asia. From soft shades of  white to 
vibrant oranges, purples, reds, and golds, sweet potatoes are as much 
prized for their lovely looks as their sweet taste. Let’s explore the rich 
culinary possibilities of  the category…

VOICES FROM THE INDUSTRY 
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“The first time I tried a sweet potato was in a 
pie, and I was hooked! Sweet potatoes are 
a vegetable that are incredibly healthy and 
sweet! So, how can you go wrong? As with 
most people, I thought that sweet potatoes 
were always orange. Yes, I was very wrong 
in that assumption. There are many varieties 
of sweet potatoes, and they each have 
their own special sweet taste. Bonita sweet 
potatoes are my favorite, baked with a 
little Italian seasoning. Keep it simple. This 
savory spice is the perfect complement for 
the sweet. Now that is a healthy meal!”

Director of Marketing & Business 
Development, Nash Produce

TAMI
LONG

“I love sweet potatoes. I eat at least one a 
day. I enjoy sweet potatoes steamed or on 
the Traeger grill. Every Sunday, my husband 
and I meal prep lunch for the week, and 
we always prepare one petite-sized sweet 
potato for each day to complement our 
chicken and vegetables. Typically, we drizzle 
them with coconut oil or grass-fed butter, 
wrap them in foil, and let them cook on 
the Traeger alongside our chicken. The skin 
peels right off the potato and the sweet 
potato is so naturally sweet—it pairs well 
with balsamic glaze on green beans and/or 
bold spices on the chicken. If Sundays are 
too manic with our toddlers for the Traeger, 
we place a Bako Sweet® steam bag in the 
microwave to cut out the extra prep work.”

Marketing & Specialty Sales 
Manager, Country Sweet Produce

GINA
PETTIT
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“Sweet potatoes have long been a favorite 
of mine. I enjoy them baked with plenty of 
cinnamon, butter, and brown sugar. They 
are a versatile and flavorful alternative to 
regular potato offerings and have become 
a popular menu item for our customers as a 
key ingredient in tarts, waffles, muffins, and 
of course, waffle fries. I should also mention 
that my wife bakes a sweet potato pie that 
is incredible!”

Senior Sourcing Manager, US Foods

“A biscuit is a Southern staple. A sweet 
potato biscuit is an occasion. No one just 
makes sweet potato biscuits; they delight 
in making sweet potato biscuits—knowing 
that the humble pastry will receive a 
celebratory reception. Whether enjoyed hot 
out the oven on a cold morning, or wrapped 
in foil and warmed by the beach sun, a 
simple addition of sweet potato has always 
elevated the biscuit experience.”

Corporate Chef, Sysco Columbia

BRITNEY
JEROME

FRANK
SWANSON
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MENTORS IN THE MAKING

Leslie Simmons
By lillie apostolos

NE THING I THINK we 
can all agree on is the 
beauty that can be 
found in relationships 

cultivated within our close-knit 
industry, promoting and supporting 
each other’s growth. Once people 
get a taste of it, few are able to 
escape the pull of produce, as 
Dave’s Specialty Imports’ Leslie 
Simmons can tell you herself.
 
From bright lights in New York City 
as an advertising and marketing 
executive to bright beginnings at the 
company started by her grandfather, 
Leslie’s journey to Dave’s is a 
story of homecoming—and, now, 
of perpetual growth. While many 
have helped Leslie along the way, a 
few mentors truly stand out in her 
journey home, including her father 
and Dave’s President Mike Bowe, 
DMA Solutions President and CEO 
Dan’l Mackey Almy, and Naturipe® 
Farms Director of Business 
Development Jill Overdorf.
 
Five years after joining the company 
in 2011, Leslie stepped into her 
role as Vice President at Dave’s 
in 2016. Leslie then utilized the 
tools she gained from her time in 
the Big Apple to start a rebrand 
that consisted of a new logo, new 
website, and new marketing plan—a 
path that has grown the company 
and the family legacy. 
 

“Growing up, my dad coached many 
of the sports teams that my sisters 
and I played on, and I feel like that 
coach role carried over into our 
working relationship. He lays out 
ideas, redirects, and shows me new 
moves, but doesn’t try to play my 
game for me,” Leslie tells me. “Smart, 
sensitive, and always ready to laugh, 
he is one of the most hardworking 
and humble people I know. While 
the spotlight often shines on my 
grandfather as Founder of our 
company, my dad is truly a silent 
star guiding us all forward.”

Leslie readily welcomes the 
authenticity of our industry and 
down-to-earth professionals who 
push it forward—and Dan’l is one 
who left a special mark on her career 
path.
 

“She really is a force,” Leslie laughs, 
explaining Dan’l’s unique infusion of 
fun and passion for the industry. “I 
met Dan’l socially at the United 
Public Policy Conference, and we 
connected over Patsy Cline. I was 
really impressed when I learned 
more about her story. Dan’l was 
being honored at United’s Honoring 
Women in Produce reception and, 
further, spoke on the She Speaks 
Panel at the first Women’s Fresh 
Perspectives Conference. She is 
incredibly passionate, candid, and 
authentic. I’m grateful for the insights 
she’s given me on everything from 
strengthening myself as a leader and 
building strong teams to balancing 
life as a working mom.”
 
While Leslie gained her footing, 
she was struck by the powerful 
voices within the industry. Jill, 
for example, motivated her to 
pursue different avenues that 
could lead to success—to 
trust that the answers lie 
within her.
 

“I met Jill when I first 
became involved with 
the Women’s Fresh 
Perspectives advisory 
board. The first thing that 
struck me about her was 
her manner of speaking—
calm, articulate, reassuring. 
She’s shown me how you can 
have a strong, powerful voice 
without even raising it,” Leslie 
tells me, sharing the characteristics 
that helped strengthen her own 
stance. “She’s smart, passionate, and 
enormously committed to taking 
our industry to the next level. Her 
encouraging words and insights have 
helped me replace question marks 

with periods—to find confidence in my 
thoughts and ideas.”
 
Knowing what she knows now, I ask her 
for some insight she would have shared 
with herself upon entering the produce 
realm. 
 

“Own where you are. Step out of your 
comfort zone and meet new people 
whenever you can. Move beyond small 
talk. It’s a waste if you don’t tap into 
people’s knowledge and experience—
they have so much to offer, and you 
have something interesting to share with 
them,” she says. “Keep learning. Stay 
open, passionate, and hungry. This keeps 
me engaged and helps me find new 
ways to push the efforts and vision of my 
grandfather, and my father, even further.”

With a mindset and a determination like 
that, I can’t imagine otherwise. 

O

Leslie Simmons
Vice President, 

Dave’s Specialty Imports
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Fun, smart, beautiful, gracious, generous, and a 
lover of live music and family, Leslie Simmons 
is a remarkable example of the next generation 
of women in the produce industry. Once she 
made the choice to join the company that her 
grandfather founded, she has been a positive 
force. Leslie and I met at a Women’s Fresh 
Perspectives conference where I first noticed 
her ability to objectively and cheerfully assess 
situations and move forward with purpose, 
integrity, and positive energy. One of her 
most endearing qualities is the humility to ask 
questions and research answers. Her ability to 
balance family, her daughter, and her demanding 
professional commitments is admirable.

Leslie’s boundless energy makes her a force to 
be reckoned with, not only through negotiations 
and long meetings, but also when scouting 
live music and jazz halls late into the evening. 
Since she started at Dave’s, her sharp sense 
of business and her desire for creating best 
practices have helped to escalate her to Vice 
President in her family company and while 
working in close partnership with her dad. 
Leslie’s professionalism shines through in every 
situation. BUT, don’t let that intelligent side 
outshine her ability to have fun… Leslie is the 
first to dress in costume for an occasion—like 
Elvis or any other designated character! Leslie is 
also one of the first to be on a dance floor, or to 
encourage her team to sign up for a spirited and 
silly contest. A delightful and inspired woman, I 
am honored and lucky to be able to also call her 
my friend.

The mentors
Here is what they have  

to say about Leslie Simmons...

Jill Overdorf
Director of Business 

Development, Naturipe® Farms

Dan’l Mackey Almy
President & CEO, DMA Solutions

Sponsored By

As a father of six, it doesn’t take long to 
realize that each of your children has their 
own special gifts to offer. Leslie has always 
had the ability to strike up a meaningful 
conversation with those around her and put 
them at ease like she’s known them forever. 
Like her grandfather, Dave, the Founder of 
our company, she is a friend to everyone she 
meets and is always very social at all events. 
She has that eagerness and enthusiasm to 
make things happen for those people she 
comes in contact with and loves the produce 
business!

She loves being part of the Women in 
Produce program and wants to share that 
passion with other women in the industry! 
She recognizes that our industry has a huge 
amount of growth, and she would love to be a 
part of that growth while promoting healthier 
choices for the next generation of produce 
consumers, like her own daughter! She has the 
gift of sharing a message with other people, 
problem solving, and being a very active part 
of the industry.

She sees the hard work that her grandfather 
put in when forming the family company and 
is working to continue that each and every 
day! It’s great to see in her the passion of the 
next generation of our industry and for our 
family business—as her father, it makes me a 
proud dad.

Mike Bowe
Father and President,  

Dave’s Specialty Imports

Leslie and I first met at an industry event—during 
which we shared a microphone and the stage—
and I have had the great privilege of calling her 
a friend and colleague ever since. Part of what 

sets Leslie apart, both as a person and as 
a professional, is her relentless hunger for 
learning and improvement. Truthfully, I don’t 
even view our time together as a typical 
‘mentorship’—I consistently learn a great deal 
from our conversations, which speaks to 
how wonderful she is as a mentee. Leslie is 
a tremendous talent, and I strongly believe 
that marketing minds like hers are exactly 
what we need to advance our industry.
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F
or consumers stuck in work-
week traffic with a growling 
stomach that sings out of 

tune with commute jams or 
children wanting a tasty bite 
at recess, Mucci Farms has 
just the thing! The greenhouse 
company’s Veggies to Go™ line 
comes in four options, so there 
is a healthy snack for everyone. 
 
This award-winning line features 
Sundrops™ Sweet Grape 
Tomatoes with a sweet flavor for 
a healthy on-the-go treat, Sun 
Bliss Sweet Grape Tomatoes 
bringing a crisp texture and 
sunny flavor that is refreshing 
for the summertime, Sweet to 

the Point™ Mini Pointed Peppers 
as a sweet and small item for 
snacking by the handful, and 
CuteCucumbers™, providing a 
conveniently-sized cucumber 
that doesn’t need chopping and 
has a crunch that can’t be beat. 
Consumers can take their pick, 
but no matter what vegetable 
tickles their fancy, those 
snack-time prayers have been 
answered. 
 
The coveted lineup comes in 
three different pack styles to 
make merchandising efforts fun 

and creative—a 9 oz container 
with three 3 oz compartments 
and up to three different 
categories, individual items in 
3 oz, and a three-tier club pack 
with three 9 oz packs bundled 
together. An EZ snap Top Seal 
package ensures consumers 
don’t have to dive into the 
whole snack at once, catering to 
shoppers’ specific hunger needs 
and keeping products fresh, 
right down to the last bite.  

up
close

A Closer Look at Mucci 
farms Veggies to Go™

By L ill ie  Apostolos
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A Pacific Ag Rentals employee 
operates the Robovator

s technology seeks to make the 
fresh produce industry more 
efficient and cost-effective, 

precision ag is an increasingly 
sought-after resource to 
incorporate. 

Pacific Ag Rentals (PAR), based in produce-centric 
Salinas, California, offers just this. When exploring 
the company’s portfolio of machines, the Robovator 
caught my eye—and not just for its Terminator-like 
name. An optic-based hoeing machine made for 
controlling weeds in row crops, the Robovator is 
easy to operate and can be manned by a single 
person with a smartphone, laptop, or by its own 
display.

“We represent the Robovator made by Frank 
Poulsen of Vision Weeding,” PAR’s President, 
Bartley Walker, tells me. “The company is based out 
of Denmark, and we have been working with this 
product for the past two years as its Western U.S. 
distributor.”

When we discuss how this tool became part of 
PAR’s portfolio, Bart tells me he talked to growers 
all over Europe to find out which automated 
weeding method was the best. 

“There are four options being used overseas, and 
everyone I spoke to named this one as being, 
undoubtedly, the best,” Bart tells me. “We purchase 
Vision Weeding’s machines and bring them to our 
Salinas facility, where we upgrade them to handle 

our challenging farming conditions, increasing the 
reliability and strength of those machines.”

Available exclusively through Bart’s company, this 
machine is one for the books with its cutting-edge 
technology and the savings it provides growers in 
time and money.

Hydraulically operated and requiring minimal 
maintenance, the Robovator’s software is installed 
automatically to weed around transplanted or 
direct-seeded vegetables, and can be updated 
with new software. Easily adjusted to any field row 
spacing between 25 and 75 centimeters, or 9 and 
30 inches, each row of the machine has its own 
camera, and the machine is self-centering with an 
automatic side-shift feature.

“A recent audit amongst grower/shippers looked 
into the top 10 challenges for industry operators, 
and number one on the list was all things to do 
with labor,” Bart explains. “We have found that this 

automatic weeder does 
the work of 11 people 

and cuts costs down 
significantly.”

In addition to 
easing labor 
challenges, the 

Robovator’s 
productivity 

is undeniable. 
Operating at a speed 
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of 1.2 to 5 miles per hour, a single machine can 
complete 10 acres a day during daylight hours 
alone, Bart tells me. If you have someone operating 
it through the night, a lot of ground can be covered 
very quickly.

According to Vision Weeding, the Robovator weighs 
a light and easy 1,500 pounds for manageable 
operation and offers a low-power consumption rate 
of about one horsepower per row, supplied by the 
power take-off (PTO) of a tractor. Not like a tractor, 
however, is the autonomous technology of several 
knives closing down around weeds, as deep as an 
inch-and-a-half beneath the soil, while opening 
carefully around growing crops.

The Robovator, in Bart’s opinion, is 
hugely beneficial 
to both organic 
growers, who 
already have limited 
weeding options, 
and conventional 
growers looking 
for a weeding 
option that will 
give them an edge 
for chemical-wary 
consumers.

“This is another tool for fighting weeds that helps 
farmers keep their soil around as long as possible. 
If we can cut down the amount of inputs while still 
turning over a good crop, isn’t that an even better 
way of doing what we already do?” Bart posits, 
giving me a motto that I will surely carry with me 
throughout my produce career: “Stay metal where 
you can.”

For those with an eye toward the future, the 
innovative Frank Poulsen is working on a new 

generation of Robovator that is, quite literally, hot 
stuff.

Thermal weeding will satisfy anyone who is 
fascinated with technology...or fire. In slow motion, 
streams of flame individually annihilate weeds that 
threaten the plants in a sugar beet row or a lettuce 
line planted in dry soil. And, yes, it’s as cool as it 
sounds. This, however, is something Bart is more 
curious about than sold on as the weeding method 
of the future.

“The thermal-style weeder is a design which Frank 
sees as a next revolution in weeding. I haven’t heard 
that many are a fan of pulling a tank of propane, 
which is a necessary part of it, but I will say that it 
is using insane plant-weed detection to isolate and 
burn the weed,” Bart relays with the same level of 
enthusiasm I felt while watching the machine in 
action.

If you aren’t sold just yet on how this can benefit you, 
however, you can always rent! PAR allows you to rent 
the Robovator, along with someone to operate it 
if you are like me and worry about not being tech-
savvy. 

“One of the problems in bringing in these new 
technologies is not having support, but at PAR, we 
provide local, boots-on-the-ground support on all of 
our products. Our main focus is to drive value to the 
farmer and increase their efficiencies, and we believe 
this Robovator does just that,” Bart says. “The take-
home point is it takes the limited labor supply and 
allows the farmer to allocate those workers to areas 
where we lack automation.”

When engineering, technology, and agriculture 
come together, a beautiful space is made in both 
the time and finances of growers. By saving dollars 
for the provider, their retail partners, and the end-
consumers, we are left to do what we love—grow. 

The Robovator in the 
field, Salinas, California
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Apples originated in Central Asia thousands of  years ago, 
and their sweet taste and boundless varieties have kept them 
a staple in people’s diet. Ranging from golf  ball to grapefruit 

sizes, the apple is a delight to both see and eat. Read on as 
we dive into the details of  this aromatic fruit...
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GALA

HONEYCRISP

SWEETANGO™JAZZ™

AMBROSIA™AUTUMN GLORY® PINK LADY®

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

Mildly sweet with floral 
aroma

Crunchy

Small–medium

Pale golden yellow, with 
stripy to full red blush

Year-round

Honey-sweet

Firm, fine grain;
very crisp

Medium–large

Reddish stripes; slight 
red blush over yellow 
background

Late Aug–mid Jul 
(Domestic)

Crisp, citrus notes, and 
a lively touch of spice; 
complements of a sweet 
honey finish

Firm, fine; crisp

Medium–large

Reddish on yellow, to 
light-green background

Aug–Dec

Sweet with caramel and 
cinnamon notes

Crunchy with firm flesh

Medium

Yellow background with 
red stripes and blush

Nov-Jun

Sweet, tart

Dense, crunchy

Varies

Bright red with subtle 
yellow under-striping

Oct–Jun (WA)
Jun–Sep (Southern 
Hemisphere)

Sweet, honey-like

Crisp, fine-grained flesh

Varies

Red, sun-kissed

Sep–Apr (Domestic)
May–Aug (Import)

Zippy and tart

Crisp and firm

Small–medium

Reddish-pink blush with 
yellow background

Year-round (Domestic)

VARIETIES
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KIKU®

BRAEBURN

GOLDEN DELICIOUS

RED DELICIOUS

PIÑATA®

FUJI

GRANNY SMITH

KANZI®

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

Super sweet

Crunchy, fresh

Varies

Red-striped

Oct–Apr (Domestic)
May–Aug (Import)

Rich, sweet-tart

Juicy, and crisp flesh

Medium

Varies from orange to red 
over a yellow background

Oct–Jun

Sweet and mellow

Silky with crisp, thin skin

Medium

Golden yellow to white

Year-round

Subtly sweet

Crisp and juicy

Medium–large

Scarlet red

Year-round

Crisp and juicy with 
classic apple flavors and 
a tropical twist

Firm with crisp, thin skin

Medium–large

Red with yellow-orange 
background

Oct–Jun (Domestic)
Jun–Aug (Import)

Sugary sweet

Firm, fine grain; very 
crisp

Medium–large

Reddish stripes, slight 
red blush over yellow 
background

Year-round

Strong tartness with 
citrus notes

Firm, medium grain; 
very crisp

Medium

Green, slight pink blush

Year-round

Sweetly tart, exotic

Firm, fine grain; very crisp

Varies

Red with yellow hues

Nov–May (Domestic)
May–Aug (Import)

SUGARBEE®

FLAVOR

TEXTURE

SIZE 

COLOR

SEASON

Dynamically sweet, 
Fuji and Honeycrisp 
characteristics

Very crisp and crazy juicy

Medium–large

Mostly red blush

Oct–Jan
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here are certain things that shape 
you,” Valda Coryat, Director of 
Marketing for the National Mango 
Board (NMB) tells me within the 

first minute of our conversation. “Your 
first word, your first steps, the culture, the 
cadence, the sounds, the smells—a lot of 
times, that’s what you remember and what 
molds you into the person you become.”

As I get to know Valda over the course of 
our conversation, these words ring more and 
more true with each passing question I ask. 
For Valda, each droplet of her experience, 

THE NATIONAL MANGO BOARD’S

NEXT STEPS • BY JESSICA DONNEL

No Woman

Islandis
an
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from her Caribbean roots to 
her impressive New York City 

resume, has coalesced into a 
unique blend of passion and 

purpose that she pours into mango 
marketing. As she embarks on just her 

second year in produce as the lead marketer 
for the NMB, Valda is putting her classic 
Consumer Packaged Goods (CPG) training to 
the test, and using the emotional connections 
she remembers as an islander to tap into a 
consumer base that is ripe for the picking, so 
to speak.

“I have extremely fond memories of my 
formative years on a little island in the 

Caribbean. I’ve loved mangos since I 
can first remember eating food. So, 

to me, this is more than just a job. 
This is truly a passion project,” 
Valda explains without even 
having to prompt her. “I can’t 
believe that so many people 
are unfamiliar with mangos 

and, to some extent, are curious, 
but intimidated. I want to share 
with them that mangos are so 

unique and bring sunshine 
to every dish. It’s not 

just the color, but 
there’s something 
when you bite into 
it; that flavor profile 
is a unique burst and 
gives consumers 

a taste of what it 
feels like to be on their 

own tropical vacation 12 
months out of the year.” 

The love that Valda has for this job 
is palpable in each new thought she 

presents me with, and that becomes 
even more apparent as we excavate 

the path that brought her here—
one of discipline and rigor that 

is a bit surprising to learn 
about given her warm and 
thoughtful demeanor. 
From Columbia Business 
School, straight to 
high-profile marketing 
positions at companies 

like Colgate-Palmolive, 
Avon, and Heineken, 

Valda amassed a wealth of 
experience that would more 

than put her up to the challenge 
of taking something like a mango—

brandless and enigmatic to millions 
of consumers—and making it a 
household product on par with 
the avocado. 

“It’s one thing to come onto a brand like 
Palmolive or Colgate—someplace that 
people around the world can easily identify 
through the colors that signify that brand 
and maybe even tell you the number one 
SKU or replay a jingle from years past. Those 
are brands that have already discerned those 
elements and benefits that they stand for. It’s 
a very different marketing challenge than a 
commodity,” Valda says. “So, I thought, how 
am I going to do this? I believe the discipline 
that I learned in segmentation and market 
positioning, as well as the experience that 
I’ve had working on brands that have both 
functional and emotional benefits, can 
absolutely be applied to a commodity.” 

“I CAN’T BELIEVE 
THAT SO MANY 
PEOPLE ARE 
UNFAMILIAR 
WITH MANGOS 
AND, TO SOME 
EXTENT, ARE 
CURIOUS, BUT 
INTIMIDATED.”
- Valda Coryat, Director of Marketing, 
National Mango Board
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But, despite this new approach to mango 
marketing from a place of emotional 
resonance, Valda is not throwing the 
proverbial baby out with the bathwater.

“I find myself around people with many 
more years of experience in this category 
and this industry, and I find them very open 
and welcoming to different thoughts and 
ideas. I think it’s just good to have a ‘me’ 
somewhere in the mix. It is a different angle 
and a different way to look at things that 
really enriches the conversation around 
mangos and around produce,” Valda says. 

“Of course, I’m not throwing out everything 
that has worked for mangos for the last 10 
to 12 years. We keep what works, and then 
we try to figure out how to do some of that 
better. I’m asking the question, how do we 
bring in things that are new and different, 
that will accelerate the growth trajectory we 
have already built?”

My next question comes as no surprise: 
how do we accelerate that trajectory for 
mangos? This is when the excitement in 
Valda’s voice really starts picking up. This is 
where she excels, marrying the left brain and 
the right and using her CPG background to 
flesh out the passion imbued in her under 
the Caribbean sunshine.

“For 2018, with our new agency Weber 
Shandwick, we’re positioning mango as 
the Super Fun Superfruit—really looking to 
play on those emotional benefits, and we 
have both the quantitative as well as the 

qualitative research to back it up. Why do 
you pay a premium for things?” she asks. 

“There’s usually something about it that 
inspires you or connects to the image you 
want to project. We saw an opportunity to 
connect and inspire consumers through 
the lens of fun and joy, leading to that end 
benefit of happiness. We’re leaning into that, 
as well as the superfruit aspect where we’re 
talking about the functional benefits, the 
nutrition, and even what we think of as the 
basic actions of how you eat and use the 
fruit.”

Valda tells me that the NMB has just 
completed an exhaustive, five-pillar, three-
year strategic plan that will cover the 2018 
to 2020 time period. Three of those heavily 
depend on marketing efforts, and, in other 
words, on Valda and her team. And though 
the board has mapped out its marketing 
tour de force over the course of three years, 
big waves will already be approaching the 
shore for the remainder of 2018 and 2019. 
A push toward video, including a farm-
to-table story, which takes you through a 
mango farm in Puerto Rico, new creative 
formats for digital, not to mention a 
forthcoming mango emoji, will all be part of 
the effort to connect consumers with the 
joy and happiness it means to be part of 
the mango culture. 

“Really knowing our consumer inside and 
out: that’s how we’re able to define those 
copy points and visuals that we know 
will lead them to purchase more and 

“WE SAW AN 
OPPORTUNITY 
TO CONNECT 
AND INSPIRE 
CONSUMERS 
THROUGH THE 
LENS OF FUN AND 
JOY, LEADING TO 
THAT END BENEFIT 
OF HAPPINESS.”

THESNACK.NET / 91



“WHEN I LOOK AT THE 
GROWERS, I’M INSPIRED 
BY THE FACT THAT IF I DO 
MY JOB RIGHT, AND I 
GROW THIS MARKET, IT’S 
GOING TO HELP SOME 
COMMUNITIES THAT 
REALLY NEED IT.”

more mangos. We’re looking to increase 
consumption in not only those who are 
new to mangos, but those who have been 
with us a long time by giving them ways to 
utilize mangos that they haven’t thought 
of before, and really living the truth that 
mangos are available 12 months a year,” 
Valda explains. “There’s so much to work 
with in mangos; a fusion of the culture, the 
taste, and the health benefits—it’s the start 
of the journey to solidify the mango brand, 
and I think, come 2019 as we further draw 
insight from our research, you’ll really start 
seeing and hearing more of that.” 

But for Valda, it really all comes back to 
the people who make it all possible—not 
just the consumers who will be buying the 
products, but the communities that make a 
12-month mango season a reality. 

“My inspiration, and it’s going to sound really 
cliché, really comes from the people, first 
and foremost,” she says. “I call myself an 
island girl even though I no longer have an 
accent and all of that, but when you leave 
a little place where everybody knows each 
other and all generations of family members, 
then you come into this huge market in 
the U.S., you really realize how pioneering 
a lot of the people in the agriculture space 
have been. I remember the story of David 
Fairchild, the person given credit for 
bringing mangos to the U.S., and I see him 
as a pioneer. You may really have no idea 
where this thing was going, but you have a 
really strong belief in it, and you figure it out 

as you go along. When I look at the growers, 
I’m inspired by the fact that if I do my job 
right, and I grow this market, it’s going to 
help some communities that really need it. 
At the end of the day, that’s really what my 
job is about, other than making everybody’s 
bellies really full and feeling good, of course.”

Your heart can’t help but swell when Valda 
hits this point. It’s clear that her island girl 
mentality never left through her years of 
marketing discipline and rigor. Instead, 
those years have only further armed 
her with the skills she needs to bring her 
achievements back to her not-so-far-
removed home. As she says, at the end of 
the day, this is what she was meant to do.

“When I saw that the National Mango Board 
was recruiting a Director of Marketing, I 
giggled, honestly,” Valda recalls. “I didn’t know 
that there was a National Mango Board—to 
this day I still smile, and when I tell people 
they giggle, too. It sounds incredible, right? 
People always tell me I’m so perfectly suited 
for this role. They say, ‘When I hear mangos, I 
see you—the mango lady.’” 

In hindsight, fate brought them together. 
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(LEFT) SCOTT MABS, CEO; 
AND (RIGHT) CHAD HANSEN, 
BLUEBERRY CATEGORY 
DIRECTOR, OF HOMEGROWN 
ORGANIC FARMS, PICKING 
FRESH BLUEBERRIES
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you are not growing 
as a business, you are 

going backward.” These 
are words to live by if  you 

are CEO Scott Mabs and 
the team spearheading the constant 
evolution of  Homegrown Organic 
Farms as the company maps out a 
dynamic future in organics while raising 
the bar in the industry—from berries to 
blood oranges.
 
This mindset, instilled in Scott by his 
own grandfather, Grandpa Patterson—
who was planting acreage even at 99 
years old—is not just an ideal to strive 
for, but a way of  doing business that 
keeps the team at Homegrown moving 
strong and steady into its next era  
of  growth.
 

“You have to continue pushing the 
envelope forward,” Scott tells me. 

“Sometimes this is a hard notion to live 
by when the realities of  the numbers or 
the potential struggles of  the business 
are staring you in the face, but we truly 
believe in what we are doing here at 
Homegrown Organic Farms, and our 
deep passion and refined focus have 
allowed us to become experts in what we 
do and leaders in the organic category.”

I sit with Scott, along with Chad Hansen, 
Blueberry Category Director for the 
company, as they detail Homegrown 
Organic Farms’ tried-and-true strategies 
that are allowing the company to take 
progressive steps to build a program 
tailored to the changing needs of  
retailers and the shifting demands of  the 
consumer. And while these two minds 
are priming Homegrown for growth, 
they are also grounded in a set of  family 
values that give the company what you 
can sense right off the bat: heart.
 

“The company was founded on the 
principles of  a family, and they brought 
that commitment, care, and integrity 
to the business they built,” Chad 
shares with me, speaking of  Founders 
John and Cindy France. “Homegrown 
revolves around community, people, 
and relationships—these are values 
and intentions that I have always been 
attracted to. You hear a lot of  people 
talk about these things, but putting them 
into action is something different.”
 
Homegrown Organic Farms’ roots date 
back to the 1990s when John and Cindy 
were farming and working to break into 
organics. They had little success with a 
series of  conventional marketing co-ops, 

but, as the phrase goes: if  you want 
something done right, do it yourself. And 
so John and Cindy, as the sole growers 
in the beginning, founded Homegrown 
Organic Farms in 1998. 
 

“The team here always has everyone’s 
best interests at heart. That’s from 
the growers and the sales desks to the 
marketers and, of  course, our retail 
partners,” Scott adds. “We move 
forward with the benefit of  everyone in 
mind, and I think that is why we have 
become so successful. John imparted that 
on us.”

That success comes in many forms 
at Homegrown, from the expanding 
program and retail footprint to the 
increased focus on R&D and staying 
at the head of  the variety game—
specifically, for blueberries.

“Organic blueberries were up-and-
coming when we started, so we have 
really been able to make our mark and 
find the most successful growing and 
harvesting practices to cultivate the 
best berries,” Chad says. “We have 
experienced healthy and consistent 
year-over-year growth in the Central 
Valley, which has allowed us to expand 

“If

Home
    Front

The New

AN ORGANICALLY DRIVEN ERA
by JORDAN OKUMURA

THESNACK.NET / 95



our program north and, about three 
or four years ago, we moved into the 
Pacific Northwest and began growing in 
Oregon.”

This move north has allowed 
Homegrown to extend its West Coast 
season and ensure that good, consistent, 
and quality berries can be provided as 
they transition between those regions. 
The program evolved even further 
and, about two years ago, the company 
brought on coastal California acreage, 
which rounded out that 52-week organic 
window of  domestic offerings for retail 
partners.

“Providing a domestic window of  this 
length has been really attractive to our 
customer base, especially those that 
have supported us in our initial growth,” 
Chad notes. “Maintaining that organic-
only focus has been a challenge at times, 
but has proven to be very helpful in our 
long-term success, allowing us to focus 
on the core of  the business without 
distraction.”

In this sense, the team has become 
incredibly specialized experts in 
the organic sector with the ability 
to thoroughly educate the buyers 
and growers on the market and new 
demands, with the highest quality and 
care they can bring to customers.

“Offering only organic enables our ability 
to bring some unique things to the 
table when we work with customers,” 
Scott reflects. “For one, our story to 
the consumer is very clear. There are 
no mixed messages about who we 
are and what we do—we have a clear 
purpose. There is a value aspect to what 
this brings to the table as well. We are 
pioneers, on the cutting-edge of  where 

(TOP LEFT) A WORKER SORTS 
FRESHLY PICKED BLUEBERRIES; 

(TOP RIGHT) PACKAGED 
HOMEGROWN ORGANIC 

BLUEBERRIES; (MIDDLE) 
BLUEBERRIES ON THE PACK 

LINE; (BOTTOM) SCOTT MABS 
AND CHAD HANSEN SURVEY THE 

BLUEBERRY PACKING FACILITY

We truly believe in what we are doing here 

at Homegrown Organic Farms, and our deep 

passion and refined focus have allowed 

us to become experts in what we do and 

leaders in the organic category.

Scott Mabs,
CEO, HOMEGROWN ORGANIC FARMS

“
”

and we saw an opportunity to expand 
our operations and help our customers 
address those needs at the same time.” 

In terms of  variety development, 
Homegrown’s investments are positioned 
to bolster its program as the market 
becomes more and more competitive for 
blueberries. Having been in on organic 

blueberries early, Homegrown 
sees the next wave of  

growth happening 
in variety 

selection and 
development. 
There are so 
many talented 
individuals 
and 
companies 

out there 
making strides 

to bring a better 
berry to growers 

and, ultimately, the 
market, and raising the bar 

on quality. This is proving to be a very 
important part of  the company’s model 
and its ability to differentiate new era 
blueberries.

“Having varietal characteristics that make 
stronger berries and cultivate better 
texture and flavor will help us compete,” 
Scott tells me. “What we are going to 
be focused on, across all categories 
really, is continuing to make strides on 
the R&D side and the reality of  variety 
development. We can look at what has 
happened in the grape category. Just 
in the past 10 years alone, the amount 
of  varieties that have come to market 
is incredible. Those things are going 
to continue to happen across multiple 
commodities, at different rates, and in 
different manners, but it will happen.”

This is where that “if  you are not 
growing, you are going backward” 
mentality really plays a role for 
Homegrown. 

we can continue to push 
organic. Sometimes it 
gets down to, ‘Well, you 
can make more money 
doing that conventionally 
or the same amount 
of  money as doing that 
conventionally,’ but we are 
going to choose to do it organically 
because that is who we are as growers. It 
is a focused effort to continue to build 
the organic market space.”
 
And that space for Homegrown is 
evolving. In the past year, the company 
has also included a focus on regional 
support and building bridges between 
different growing regions to create 
a grower community that has been 
incredibly healthy for the overall 
program, as well as for Homegrown’s 
customers in different parts of  the nation.
 

“We have been really focusing on 
understanding regions: where we can 
scale organic growth and where it 
needs to be maintained at a different 
level,” Chad tells me. “With this detailed 
knowledge, we have recently expanded 
into additional regions like North 
Carolina, adding to our overall supply 
portfolio.”

This is where regional targeting has 
become an advantage, as well as a 
new direction for the team; something 
Homegrown has been hearing, loud and 
clear, from its national retailers.

“You can have the best West Coast 
blueberries available across the U.S., but 
retailers also want to carry that local 
support and regional message when 
there is fruit available,” Chad says. 

“Consumers are really gravitating toward 
these options when they are available 
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CHAD HANSEN 
HOLDING FRESH 
BLUEBERRIES

”

“ Organic blueberries were up-and-coming 

when we started, so we have really 

been able to make our mark and find the 

most successful growing and harvesting 

practices to cultivate the best berries.

Chad Hansen, 
BLUEBERRY CATEGORY DIRECTOR,

HOMEGROWN ORGANIC FARMS
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that is to give the best possible return 
back to the grower.

“The purpose is to continue to help those 
growers survive and grow—develop 
new acreage and make new ranches 
and farms and help them be successful 
in this market,” Scott shares with me. 

“It is about putting together the right 
programs with the right fruit and finding 
the right customers for the right types of  
products.”
 
And third, but nowhere near last on 
that list, is to display the love and grace 
of  Jesus Christ to all, as Scott shares. 
A big part of  this belief  can be found 
in the way Homegrown deals with 
relationships. 

“This is a people business, and it is about 
caring for and nurturing relationships, 
no matter what your religious views 
are,” he says. “We have other people’s 
interests in mind and strive to show love 
and grace in all our business matters. We 
define grace as unmerited favor; that is 
hard to commit to in a lot of  situations—
giving favor to people whether or not 
they deserve it and trying to live that 
out—but it is how we approach our 
operations every day.”
 
These are all critical pieces to the 
Homegrown puzzle. As the company 
evolves, it will only become more 
challenging to keep that cohesiveness 
that Homegrown prides itself  on as a 
partner and a team. And the business 
also gets more complicated as a reality 
of  that growth, but as Scott tells me, it 
also gives Homegrown the opportunity 
to impact the industry, effect real change, 
and maybe, just maybe, sell a few 
organic blueberries while doing it. 

We realize shelf-space is at a 
premium and want to provide as 
many avenues for our customers 

to succeed in reaching their 
shoppers as possible.

Cherie France,
MARKETING MANAGER,  

HOMEGROWN ORGANIC FARMS

“
”

“The question we ask ourselves is ‘How 
do we position Homegrown to bring 
those right varieties to the retailer 
and, ultimately, the consumer?’” Scott 
conveys. “In the end, it is about 
increasing consumption and giving a 
better eating experience on a more 
consistent basis to produce lovers. 
We want to be on the front 
end with the conventional 
players that are 
making those types of  
changes.”
 
When Homegrown 
began asking retail 
partners what they 
find really attracts 
a consumer back to 
purchase blueberries 
again, they noted that 
flavor is still a big part of  
their buying decisions, but texture 
and firmness are really coming into play. 
Chad tells me that a “crunchy” and 

“snappy” berry is really a new addition to 
the demands within the flavor profile, in 
terms of  consumer feedback. 

In addition to a better eating experience, 
Homegrown works directly with retail 
partners to bring more value to the 
produce department from a marketing 
standpoint, with merchandising 
strategies, grower stories, demo services 
and that regional targeting aspect that 
has been a new part of  the Homegrown 
strategy.

Helping to lead that charge on the 
marketing front is Marketing Manager 
Cherie France, daughter to John and 
Cindy, who is building on the company’s 
desire to grow more authentic and 
lasting relationships with customers and 
consumers.

“Today’s consumers are a diverse group, 
ranging far and wide in terms of  age, 
backgrounds, regions, and tastes,” 
Cherie tells me. “We realize shelf-space 
is at a premium and want to provide 
as many avenues for our customers to 
succeed in reaching their shoppers as 
possible. We can impact the consumer 
basket whether it is through displays and 
POS, digital routes and social media 
platforms, or getting in-store to educate 
the produce department and buyers 
and meet their consumer base through 

demos and even 
telling the story of  

our fruit in-store. 
We are always 

looking for ways to 
deepen that relationship 

between ourselves, the 
retailer, and the consumer.”

Homegrown is always bringing new 
ideas to its retail partners, and that 
comes with the extensive category 
knowledge that stems from being experts 
in the trade.
 

“That education aspect is a big part of  
our customer relationships—whether 
it is how cost structures change for the 
grower depending on region in that 
growing window or how the market is 
faring, we really try and make an effort 
to come at it with a tiered approach 
because of  that organic focus. We 
make sure that we are sharing all the 
information that is available to us—farm 
issues, labor, quality, you name it—and 
providing it to retailers in real time, if  
not ahead of  time, when we can sit 
down ahead of  the season and make 
plans with volumes and promotions. 
That attention to detail and overall 
relationship alignment has proven to 
be very valuable to our retailers,” Chad 
expresses.
 
Value is the name of  the game for 
Homegrown—the value the company 
offers, but also how Homegrown values 
its team members and employees. From 
a mission standpoint, Homegrown has 
three specific phrases the team lives by. 
One, is to exceed their retail partners’ 
expectations in the way the company 
provides its fruit—in the quality, and in 
customer service. The second part of  
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Sometimes, looks 
do mean everything... 

PACKAGING CONCEPTS 

THAT DID IT 

RIGHT
by ANDREA ALLEN

BAKO SWEET® 

Sweet Onion 
Bags

Summer is absolutely nothing without 
onions. Maybe that’s too bold of  a 
statement to make, but I’m sticking 
to it. Barbecue, salads, tacos—you 
name it, I’ll want onions on it. Country 
Sweet Produce is answering my onion 
siren call with its latest Bako Sweet® 
sweet onion bag, and it’s sure to catch 
the eye of  any shopper. With striking 
purple hues and a green-and-orange 
logo creating a colorful palette that 
pops on the shelf, these bags grab your 
attention as soon as you glance their 
way. Now everyone will want to include 
them in summertime recipes!

51

Check out what packaging concepts and products 
we believe pop on the shelf  and can help drive 

traffic through the produce department.
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DELFRESCOPURE®

YES!Berries 
Your Everyday 
Snack™ 
Strawberry 
Stackers

BAY BABY 
PRODUCE 

Delicata 
Squash

Squash always reminds me of  
evenings at my aunt’s, making her 
famous zucchini pie. Suffice it to 
say, the vegetable has a special 
place in my heart, and I’m always 
trying to incorporate it into new 
meals. Bay Baby’s Delicata squash 
packaging speaks to other die-hard 
squash fans: sometimes the product 
says more than the packaging 
ever can. With see-through mesh 
holding two squashes together, it’s 
packaged to show off the veggie 
inside. Time to start grillin’! 

5

3

CRUNCH PAK

Paw Patrol 
Snack Trays

Anyone who knows me can attest 
to my love of  dogs, so the squeal 
that came out of  my mouth when 
I saw these snack trays was one of  
genuine delight. Shaped like a paw, 
the trays feature four healthy snacks, 
each clearly labeled and easy to 
see. Kids will delight in seeing their 

4

WINDSET® FARMS

Fresh Duet 
Snack Pack

Maybe it’s the millennial in me, 
but the minute I see minimalist 
packaging I can’t help but swoon. 
Windset Farms® captured my heart 
with its Duet Snack Pack, packaged 
with two summertime veggie 
staples: sweet mini grape tomatoes 
and bite-sized cucumbers. The pack 
seals up tight, meaning we on-the-
move folks can toss it into our bags 
for trips or as a healthy option on 
our lunch break, without worrying 
about the contents spilling out. 
With clean lines, clear packaging, 
and grab-and-go ease, the beauty 
of  this snack pack speaks for itself  
and will have shoppers stopping to 
check out this healthy treat.

2
A snack you can stack? Yes 
please! I’m a sucker for a rhyme, 
especially when it’s snack-themed. 
DelFrescoPure®’s latest offering 
is perfect for both school lunches 
and that mid-afternoon slump. 
These three 5 oz snack-sized 
stacks of  strawberries, filled with 
greenhouse-grown YES!Berries 
Your Everyday Snack™, are a 
perfect addition to the snacking 
category. So, take apart that stack 
and get yourself  a snack.

favorite characters on the front, 
and parents will rejoice in having a 
healthy option for the little ones to 
gobble up. If  Ryder and his team 
of  crime-fighting pups say these 
snacks are good for you, kids are 
sure to listen!
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