


















W e have entered the 
season of gratitude and 

giving, and with it, our team 
from The Snack Magazine and 

AndNowUKnow would like to 
thank you. Thank you for 

entrusting us with your 
stories, and lending us your attention and 
your faith as we strive to share the newest 
and brightest aspects of the fresh produce 
industry.

In this issue, we follow the migration of 
the Monarch Butterfly over to Leamington, 
Ontario, where Carlos Visconti, CEO of Red 
Sun Farms USA and Canada, discusses how the 
vegetable category has changed to suit new demands 
and why this is an exciting time to be a high-tech 
greenhouse grower. 

Ippolito International, too, is seeing a change in 
demand that prompted the grower/supplier to take 
asparagus beyond specialty. Senior Vice President of 
Sales, Marketing, and Processing Dan Canales tells us 
why the next move in asparagus and categories like it is 
to provide year-round supply. 

Welcoming new businesses into the fold as it continues 
to grow its resources, AC Foods is a name that 
continues to rise as a company to watch. Tom Avinelis, 
Rob Hurlbut, Darren Filkins, and Amanda Steele walk 
us through vineyards, memories, and strategic moves as 
we seek to learn how a force of growers took a capital 
approach.

The holidays are a time for food and for family, and 
GR Fresh’s Antonio Villalobos takes a moment to 
indulge us with both in this issue. Tracing back to the 
family and company patriarch, we get to the heart of 
what has expanded beyond a backyard operation into a 
grower/supplier spanning North America. 

Also demonstrating that there are no ties so deeply 
rooted as family is Yerecic Label, celebrating its own 
milestones since it was founded in 1969. One of those 
accomplishments is that several of its employees still 
proudly share a name with the company they serve. 

Kristin Yerecic Scott tells us how the label maker has 
become instrumental in produce industry messaging 
as technology and consumers have changed course 
throughout the years. 

Speaking of milestones, 2018 marked an amazing 
125 years of Sunkist Growers bringing 

the West’s sunshine beyond its borders. 
Christina Ward, the company’s Director 
of Communications, tells us how the 
cooperative has applied an “it takes a 
village” mentality to amazing lengths.

We jump from the western U.S. to the Big 
Apple with New York Apple Sales’ Jim Allen, 

who takes the time to share with us ways in which 
New York’s nickname is well-deserved. Find out how 
partnerships, variety brands, and team members are 
adding to this company and the category it serves.

And refusing to sit still is how the founding members 
of Lone Star Citrus Growers have brought a signature 
Texas stamp to the fruit industry. April, Jud, and T.J. 
Flowers, as well as Trent Bishop, walk us down a path 
where past expertise meets striving for change in the 
Lone Star State and in our industry. 

From JV Smith President and CEO Vic Smith’s 
expertise on industry challenges to the voices that 
have kept Mentor in the Making Ken Paglione of Pure 
Flavor® on the right path, Sobeys’ Monina Knox’s 
favorite things, and so much more, we hope this 37th 
issue of The Snack Magazine brings as much joy to your 
holiday season as it has to ours.

As always, we appreciate your support and readership. 
Here’s looking forward to an even better 2019. See 
you next year! 

Jordan Okumura
Editor in Chief
AndNowUKnow and The Snack
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NEW YORK APPLE SALES 
ONE BITE AT A TIME 
New varieties and expanding partnerships 
have this company showcasing why we call 
New York the Big Apple. Jim Allen shares an 
inside look on the region’s influence over one 
of  the top categories in fruit...

SUNKIST GROWERS 
STRONGER TOGETHER: A  
CITRUS COMMUNITY 
For 125 years and counting, Sunkist Growers 
has not only blossomed in the orange light, it 
has set a precedent for citrus, community, and 
culture that continues to define the category 
today. Director of  Communications Christina 
Ward paints the picture—roots, stem, and 
all—here...

LONE STAR CITRUS 
TEXAS INGENUITY 
At this Texas citrus company, nobody is sitting 
back and waiting for the phone to ring—they 
are out there making it happen. Jud, T.J., and 
April Flowers, along with Trent Bishop, tell 
us how they are using their rebellious roots 
to help forge a path toward international 
growth...

YERECIC LABEL 
HARD TO PUT A LABEL ON IT 
Marrying ingenuity and old-school business 
know-how, Yerecic Label has risen from its 
humble origins to become a label empire. 
Marketing Director Kristin Yerecic Scott pulls 
back the curtain on how this family-owned 
and operated company rose to the top…

AC FOODS 
THE AC WAY: A REGENERATIVE 
APPROACH TO AGRICULTURE 
Amassing brands is something; establishing an 
investment ecosystem that fuels the future of  
ag is another. Agriculture Capital’s Managing 
Directors Rob Hurlbut and Tom Avinelis, 
Chief  Marketing Officer Amanda Steele, and 
AC Operations’ CEO Darren Filkins share 
insights on the path ahead… 

GR FRESH
ALMA LLANERA 
Looking back at its family history as it looks 
to take on new North American markets, 
this Mexican produce provider knows a little 
something about hard work and perseverance. 
Executive Vice President Antonio Villalobos 
discusses the legacy his grandfather, Juan 
González Reyes, built and how lessons taught 
70 years ago still motivate the team today...

RED SUN FARMS® 
ROOTED IN INNOVATION  
A new product, packaging, and a focus on 
high-tech have this company zeroed in on 
the produce of  the future. CEO of  Red Sun 
Farms® USA and Canada Carlos Visconti tells 
how this seed-to-plate strategy and an increasingly 
recognized brand are helping shape the category...
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Here at The Snack Magazine, people are our thing. Check out this short list of 
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6

41“Seeing my kids and others in 4-H 
and FFA mature and achieve success, 

and, more importantly, getting 
feedback from teachers, other parents, 

and business leaders about our kid’s 
professionalism and eloquence are 

special moments.”

“My past and current experience in 
agriculture helps me relate better to 
my vendors. I’m ready to head into 

the fields and see what’s going on and 
I understand when they express the 

challenges they experience, so together 
we can solve them. I have a deep 

appreciation for the passion and skills 
this industry requires—it’s complex.”

“Find a place to volunteer where your 
passion intersects your ability to give back 

and make a difference—especially with 
youth. They are our future and need our 
support. Kids really do help adults make 

changes for the better.” 

Christi Rozema
Produce Buyer, Meijer

YEARS IN PRODUCE

10 
YEARS WITH meijer

24 
FAVORITE PRODUCE ITEM 

Cherries

RAINIER® FRUIT CELEBRATES WHOLESOME HEROESWholesome Heroes 
represents individuals who are 

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

wellness initiatives.

WHAT MAKES Christi A 
WHOLESOME HERO? 

Christi grew up participating in 4-H, 
but when she left for college she 

expected that was the end of  it. It 
was her kids who brought her back, 
when her son asked if  he could get 
a pig and show for 4-H, followed by 
her daughter. The family’s 4-H and 
FFA farm now includes pigs, sheep, 
goats, and ducks. Christi has been a 
10-year volunteer leader in 4-H, is 
President of  her local FFA Alumni 

Chapter, and will chaperone a group 
of  local kids participating in the 

National FFA Convention.

what do you love about 
WORKING in produce?

SPECIAL MOMENTS

6

1

WHAT WOULD YOU TELL OTHERS ABOUT 
VOLUNTEERING AND HEALTHY LIVING? 

5

what have you learned?

2

2“It’s a challenge. This industry is always 
new, exciting, and never the same. The 

combination of  being more actively 
involved on the farm with my kids in 

the direct production of  food and with 
my job in fresh produce has made 

our family far more aware of  healthy 
eating. We always have fresh produce in 
our home and make healthier choices 
thanks to the knowledge my kids have 
learned in school and activities that 

encourage them to eat better.”

5“Based on my volunteer experience 
with 4-H and FFA, I’m seeing more 
kids choose agriculture as a career 

path and express interest in returning 
to farming roots. I think this is an 

important and exciting change for the 
future of  food.”

outlook for the future

4 applying volunteering 
to the real world

3

3“I’ve become a better public speaker 
because of  my volunteer work and the 

positive critiques my own kids give 
me when speaking at events—thanks 
to their years of  experience in public 

speaking and leadership roles.”
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I
f it’s shaped like a stick, it 
must be dipped! Or, at least, 
that’s the rule at my house. 

There’s almost certainly no 
better snack than your favorite 
piece of produce dunked into a 
concoction, and because it’s the 
holiday season, there’s no better 
appetizer to offer party guests, 
family members, and friends. 
Good Foods is making sure that 
no matter who consumers have 
invited to their holiday soirees—
carnivores, vegetarians, healthy 
eaters, chronic snackers—
everyone will have something 
delicious to dip into.
 
With a newly launched line of 
plant-based dips, Good Foods is 
bringing new creamy flavors—
like Queso, Tzatziki, Avocado 

Pesto, Creamy Cilantro, and 
Buffalo Cauliflower—to holiday 
tables.
 
The plant-based line is made 
from real ingredients with no 
preservatives or added sugar 
as a means to accommodate a 
wide range of eating styles and 
preferences. Each dip is under 50 
calories per serving and 
contains only 
three carbs, 
so no 
one 

has to feel guilty about indulging 
in this snacking experience.
 
Not only are the dips better 
for consumers, but each flavor 
is action-packed and sure to 
take consumers’ taste buds on 
a trip to Flavor Town—a holiday 
vacation everyone deserves, am 
I right? 

up
close

A Closer Look at Good 
Foods Plant-Based dips

by kayla webb
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Lay an apple on its side and slice it in ¼" thick slices. Slice 
the rest of the apples. 

Place each apple slice on a large plate, and spread the 
apple with cheese. Sprinkle each slice with celery, chives, 
walnuts, and pomegranate seeds. 

If preferred, drizzle with honey and garnish with fresh 
thyme leaves. Serve immediately.

Note: To prevent browning, dip apple slices in a bowl of 
water with 1 tbsp of lemon juice.

1

3

2

Superfresh 
Growers® Autumn 

Glory® Apples

AUTUMN GLORY® APPLE CHEESY BITES

3 Autumn Glory® apples

6 oz blue cheese or whipped cream cheese

¼ cup thinly sliced celery

3 tbsp chopped chives

3 tbsp walnuts, lightly toasted and chopped

½ cup pomegranate seeds

3-4 tbsp honey (optional)

Fresh thyme leaves (optional)

Lemon juice (optional)

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 24 bites

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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It’s a great vacation and has 
been an enjoyable way for us to 
bond, play, and build memories 
that will last a lifetime.5

9

The best way to express my 
love for chocolate is with 
a quote: ‘Chocolate is not 
an addiction, it’s simply a 
REAL necessity.’

2

MONINA KNOX
Organic Wet/Dry Veg Produce Sourcing Specialist, Sobeys

This fresh produce expert finds a joyful approach to both work and life. 
From the day-to-day operations in produce, to loved ones, RVs, and 

dancing, here are a few of  Monina’s favorite things.

1 ”“My husband and children (ages 16 to 20) 
are my everything. My life is centered 
while experiencing all I can with them. 

87

4  Coaching 
Basketball

1 Family

7 Dancing

5 RV Camping

2 My Job

8 French Fries

6 Football

 Interacting with 
Others

3

9 Chocolate

Life isn’t living if  you’re not dancing. 
It’s not uncommon at family functions 
for everyone to just stop what they’re 
doing and start a dance-off.

 Expanding the organic 
produce program is a 
challenge I enjoy. It 
gives me the opportunity 
to source the freshest 
possible produce from 
all over the world!

“

”

3

It has helped me to establish a solid 
network of contacts, and I just love to 
have fun making people laugh.

      Extra crispy 
with ketchup please, 
ha! If  my meal 
comes with French 
fries, the fries always 
get eaten first.

4
“

”

6
Go Colts! The highlight of  
my fall season is to wake up 
every Sunday and watch 
football with my husband 
until the sun goes down.

Teaching young girls the 
fundamentals of  basketball has been 

rewarding, especially since I am 
involved directly in developing my 

own daughter’s skillset.

6
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Our presence in Mexico is unprecedented, and 
we are ready to continue to share our goals and 
vision throughout the United States and beyond.

- Antonio Villalobos, Executive Vice President, GR Fresh

Juan González Reyes had his eye on 
a single prize—his very first four-ton 
truck. The truck was used, but that 
didn’t matter to Juan. He had worked 
tirelessly to save up for her and gave 
her a name as beautiful as the family 
legacy she would help jumpstart: Alma 
Llanera, or in English, “Soul of  the 
Plains.” And while Juan knew much 
about the value of  hard work even at 
his young age, what he didn’t know was 
that his descendants would one day be 
thinking of  him as a bit of  a soul of  
their own plains—the plains that would 
provide their families with fresh fruits 
and vegetables for generations. 

Juan would go on to found Grupo GR 
in 1943, and there, he would continue 
to prosper in the Mexican produce 

industry for the next seven-some-odd 
decades. Now, Juan and the other 
members of  the founding family are 
looking forward to expanding the 
presence of  their GR Fresh brand in 
North America—but not without first 
reflecting back on their rich history. 
Within that history, Juan’s grandson 
Antonio Villalobos and I find that “soul 
of  the plains” and “steward of  the land” 
have much the same ring to them when 
it comes to growing fresh produce.

t 14 years of age,A

Juan González Reyes in 1950

Alma Llanera
The GR Fresh Story • by Jessica Donnel

In Front of the Original “Alma Llanera”

Juan González Reyes with his brother-in-law
Below:
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Our family has 
grown up watching 

my grandfather work 
hard in the pursuit 

of his ideas and in the 
face of adversity.

generations, it’s not difficult to draw 
the same connection to those who 
came before them. 

“Our family has grown up watching 
my grandfather work hard in the 
pursuit of  his ideas and in the face 
of  adversity. In this way, Juan has 
transmitted a great legacy to his 
children, being a clear example 
of  perseverance, passion, and the 
responsibility it takes to advance 
a company that is one of  the best 
in the country. His children and 
grandchildren are proud and admire 
Don Juan González Reyes, the 
Founder, inspiration, and guide,” 
Antonio says.

As you probably gathered from the 
anecdote about Alma Llanera, Juan 
started his career in the fresh food 
industry early, tending to one of  
his father’s stores by himself  and 
transporting goods to market as a 
child. But whereas your father’s story 
of  walking five miles in the snow to 
get to school might be more myth 
than reality, Juan really did have to 
travel on foot across the region to 
make his deliveries, walking for as 
long as seven hours a day. Despite 
obstacles like these, he continued 
to trek forward, using his parents’ 
perseverance as inspiration. 

After meeting the woman who would 
become his wife and the mother 
of  his 10 children, María Elena 
Rubio, Juan and his family decided 
to settle down in Gómez Palacio in 
Mexico’s state of  Durango. It was 
also during this time that he started 
making his first produce pickups and 
deliveries in Mexico City, Monterrey, 
Sinaloa, and Torreón, transporting 
locally grown tomatoes, grapes, 
and melons. Slowly building up his 
business to include vegetables from 
Culiacán and Los Mochis, brokering 
fresh produce deals by phone, then 
acquiring a facility in Torreón’s 
Alianza Market, Juan’s vision of  
Grupo GR began to take shape.

And as Juan continued to expand 
that vision to include his own fresh 
produce production, as well as inking 
partnerships with growers in other 
regions, he invited four of  his brothers 
to join and help grow the business. 

Clearly, maintaining that family 
legacy is an integral part of  GR 
Fresh’s identity. For Juan, the 
inspiration came from seeing both 
his parents strive for excellence in 
their work as local shop owners 
and in agriculture. Today, Juan’s 
children Cecilia, Juan Fernando, 
and Miguel González are leading 
the new era of  Grupo GR, with 
Juan’s grandsons, Antonio and Luis 
Webb, taking charge of  GR Fresh 
in North America. With these next 

“Over generations, Grupo GR has 
truly established itself  as a steward of  
the land under the guidance of  my 
grandfather, Juan González Reyes,” 
Antonio, Executive Vice President, 
tells me as we begin to look at the 
common thread that ties together 
the company’s past, present, and 
future. “Our presence in Mexico is 
unprecedented, and we are ready to 
continue to share our goals and vision 
throughout the United States and 
beyond. As we look to the next stage of  
growth, our aspirations are to branch 
into niche areas where demand has 
been accelerating. This means we are 
evolving our program to meet the 
needs of  our organic and value-added 
customers, expanding and developing 
our relationships with our retail 
and foodservice partners, and also 
improving the welfare of  our workers 
while maintaining our family legacy.”

Rows of tomato plants; Juan Gonzáez Reyes in 2009

Tomato packaging facilities in Mocorito, Sinaloa;
From Top (clockwise):
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With Agro for People, 
we are committed 

to leaving a livable 
world to future 

generations...

We are always 
looking to improve 

our business in a way 
that allows us to 

adapt and establish 
more advanced 
production and 

marketing processes...
we are also focusing 

on making sure 
we have the most 

comprehensive 
certifications 

in safety, social 
responsibility, and 

quality.

Reyes and Famly; Juan González Reyes in 2009

GR Fresh Tomatoes on the VIne; Juan González 
From Top (clockwise):

In commemoration of  this coming 
together of  family, the company 
adopted a new logo that highlighted 
GR’s now-signature five-pointed 
crown—a shining point to represent 
each González Reyes brother.  

Time went on, and Juan and his 
brothers solidified Grupo GR’s place 
as a major player in the Mexican 
produce market. The next mission was 
to do the same stateside, starting with 
the acquisition of  warehouses and a 
new sales office in McAllen, Texas, in 
1994. Thus, what would later become 
the GR Fresh brand was born. GR 
was among Mexico’s first growers 
to open operations in McAllen and 
capitalize off of  the recently opened 
Federal Highway 40, which greatly 
expanded opportunities for trade 
along the route from Mazatlán to 
Reynosa. Fast and ultra-modern, the 
highway cemented McAllen as a near-
unequalled distribution point for fresh 
produce out of  west Mexico.

Now, with four distribution centers 
in the U.S.— in McAllen and 
San Antonio, Texas; Los Angeles, 
California; and Nogales, Arizona—

GR is focused on using innovation 
and technology to build on its 
profitability and maximize yields. 
Antonio notes that just some of  the 
projects the company has currently 
in the works are fertigation, crop 
management, protected agriculture, 
and tomato grafting systems, as 
well as integrated pest and disease 
management, variety testing, and a 
biotechnology laboratory.

“GR has made a name for itself  by 
constantly innovating and updating,” 
Antonio explains as we talk about 
the company’s transition into the 
marketer of  Mexican produce we 
know in America today. “We are 
always looking to improve our business 
in a way that allows us to adapt and 
establish more advanced production 
and marketing processes. And as we 
look to expand and meet the demands 

of  an international market, we are also 
focusing on making sure we have the 
most comprehensive certifications in 
safety, social responsibility, and quality.”

Meeting international demand is 
no easy feat, and to do it, Juan and 
the GR team have relied heavily on 
the highest-quality grower partners 
throughout North America. To make 
sure each of  those partners feels 
valued and has the tools they need to 
continue supplying GR with top-tier 
fruits and veggies, the company has 
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The GR Fresh Transportation Unit in Gómez Palacio, Durango
Above:

We know that 
expanding is a 

great task, but the 
experience we have 

and the team that we 
work with make us 

stronger every time 
we face an obstacle, 

so we have the 
confidence that there 

is nothing that can 
stop us.

developed its own social responsibility 
program: Agro for People. With the 
program, GR looks to create shared 
value for each and every person 
that works for the company, as 
well as their other partners and the 
international community at large. It 
was important for GR that Agro for 
People be developed under the strictest 
guidelines of  both the United Nations 
Global Compact and the Mexican 
Center for Philanthropy.

“With Agro for People, we are committed 
to leaving a livable world to future 
generations, and to that end, produce 
and market healthy products while 
operating in harmony with nature, 
especially in relation to the safety of  
our products. We have great pride in 
being a company that has persisted 
over these past 70 years, and as 
the third generation of  the family 
enters the company, we want to grow 
together with the many other families 
that work with us,” Antonio says.

Juan’s same spirit of  duty and 
perseverance echos in Antonio as he 

says these words, and it’s that spirit 
that also compels GR to continue 
to trudge through the monumental 
task of  taking on the greater North 
American market. But, thankfully, it’s 
a task the team is more than prepared 
for. Juan keeps a watchful eye on the 
company as it continues to grow, still 
to this day coming in early every 
morning to monitor markets and 
harvest quality, Antonio tells me.

“Having more than seven decades 
in the market has helped us to have 
the necessary experience to break 
down any hurdle that comes our 
way,” Antonio says. “We know that 
expanding is a great task, but the 
experience we have and the team that 
we work with make us stronger every 
time we face an obstacle, so we have 
the confidence that there is nothing 
that can stop us.” 

With that image of  Juan trekking 
across the Mexican soil seven hours a 
day still fresh in my mind, I have no 
doubt that Antonio is right to say the 
GR team is an unstoppable force. 
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Rooted in 
Innovation

B Y  M E L I S S A  D E  L E O N

RED SUN FARMS®
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hey say tomato, we say TOV— our 
industry is constantly straddling the 
line between what shoppers know, 
what they think they know, what is 

familiar, and what is exciting.

“We are definitely seeing a more educated consumer. 
Especially as the millennial generation enters the 
market, we are finding that shoppers are looking 
for brands that speak to them through quality, 
transparency, and diversification of  products,” Carlos 
Visconti says. The CEO of  Red Sun Farms® USA and 
Canada begins to tell me about what is changing the 
high-tech greenhouse veggies from “tomato/tomahto” 
to the multi-colored and multifaceted category it’s 
become.

“If  we use tomatoes as our example, the days of  
just beef  and TOVs are numbered. People are 
more adventurous in exploring a variety of  flavors, 
colors, and textures. Not only that, we are seeing 
more interest in how our product is grown, what 
type of  facility it is grown in, and even the ethical 
and environmental standards of  those facilities,” he 
continues. “That is why we are very proud to promote 
our seed-to-plate approach; our customers can trust 
that we control every aspect of  the supply chain, 
ensuring quality and food safety each step of  the way.”

Carlos explains that this approach closes the gap 
between grower, retailer, and consumer by controlling 
all aspects of  the supply chain; from seed selection, 
propagation, and growing to harvesting, packaging, 
and shipping to partners across North America.

“This has allowed us to develop an exceptional product 
and an exemplary level of  customer service from all 
our farms and locations,” Carlos shares. “We are one 
of  the largest fully vertically integrated, high-tech 
greenhouse growers in North America. We own and 
operate farms in all three North American trade 
countries—Canada, Mexico, and the United States—
and pride ourselves on our unparalleled group of  
like-minded owners, growers, and service professionals. 
All have a true passion and love for growing innovative 
and flavorful greenhouse produce.”

Has that love and passion manifested itself  as an 
ingredient in the fresh foods the company provides? 

T
“...we are very proud 
to promote our seed-
to-plate approach; 
our customers 
can trust that we 
control every aspect 
of the supply chain, 
ensuring quality and 
food safety each 
step of the way.”

— Carlos visconti, CEO, Red Sun Farms® 
USA and Canada

Perhaps not literally, but it has certainly driven 
Red Sun Farms to find out what that next new 
piece to the vegetable puzzle might be. After all, 
in the words of  its team, Red Sun starts with 
good roots.

“As a company, we are happy to say that we are 
consistently growing in so many ways,” Carlos 
tells me. “The organization continues to invest 
in growing our facilities across North America, 
striving to understand the needs of  our partners 
by providing solutions with a direct source 
to the grower. Thanks to the commitment 

left: Jim Dimenna, President, and Carlos Visconti, CEO of 
Red Sun Farms USA and Canada, at the red sun farms hq in 
Kingsville, Ontario
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and dedication of  these key commercial 
partners, we are able to better understand 
their demands for direct supply delivery, the 
highest-quality produce, and maximized 
supply efficiencies.”

Another area of  investment that Red Sun 
is constantly feeding is research and new 
product development. Carlos shares that, as 
an organization, Red Sun is researching new 
varieties and categories, as well as innovating 
new packaging formats and designs. This is 
all brought together in the company’s latest 
introduction, which debuted at PMA Fresh 
Summit this past October.

“We are always looking for new varieties, new 
flavors, and new packaging, and we definitely 
hit all three checkboxes with our brand new 
Sweetpops,” he says.

Bite-sized and perfect for snacking, the 
Sweetpops tomato lives up to its name with 
a combination of  refreshing sweetness and 
explosively juicy flavor I got to experience 
firsthand while visiting the team at Fresh 
Summit in Orlando, Florida.

But of  course, you can’t get 
consumers to eat it if  they don’t 
want to buy it. That, as we all 
know, comes with the vehicle.

“We’ve complemented 
Sweetpops with some of  
the coolest packaging on the 
market,” Carlos adds as we talk 

about the experience retailers can expect. “It is 
definitely eye-catching with its design and shape, 
so it’s sure to add an extra pop to any produce 
section. And it’s resealable! Basically, once the 
consumer tastes the sweetness of  this tomato, 
we’re confident that they will be continuously 
looking for Sweetpops at their local grocery 
store.”

Sweetpops is the latest in a line of  products to 
drive shoppers to look specifically for Red Sun 
Farms. As we touched on earlier, the high-tech 
greenhouse grower is expanding on all sides, 
internally and externally.

“Most importantly, we’re experiencing a 
dramatic growth in our fanbase. From retailers 
to consumers, people know what the Red Sun 
Farms brand stands for, and it shows in the 
increasing demand for our products,” Carlos 
shares.

We’ve heard it more than once: consumers, 
millennials and beyond, want the story, but 
don’t want to be inundated with too much 
information. Give them convenience, but convey 
complexity. Be authentic but for the right price.

It seems impossible, doesn’t it? Not so, Carlos 
says.

“The distinction of  being a high-tech greenhouse 
grower guarantees our retail partners that they 
are working with a company who practices 
the highest standards in technology, growing 
methods, social responsibility, food safety, and 
environmental impact. In turn, our consumers 

ABOVE: Red sun farms prides 
itself in providing greenhouse-
grown organic bell peppers, 
as well as cucumbers and 
tomatoes

below:  Sweetpops 
tomatoes live up to their 
sweet name
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can trust that our product delivers on every 
level, including taste and quality. Add that to our 
constant drive and passion to innovate, and Red 
Sun Farms will continue to meet the demand for 
what’s new and different while maintaining that 
trust,” Carlos tells me.

I can’t think of  a better way to demonstrate all of  
this within the company’s culture than through its 
own butterfly effect—the Monarch Butterfly, to be 
specific.

As beautiful and unique as the wings of  the mascot 
itself, Red Sun Farms has tied the Monarch 
Butterfly’s intriguing life cycle and migration 
pattern into its growing, message, and brand.

The integration of  the butterfly to the culture and 
vision of  the company is such that I can’t even hear 
about one without thinking of  the other, and by the 
spread of  loyal followers the company is accruing, 
both inside and out, it looks as if  I am not alone.

“We are experiencing so much growth in our 
personnel, too. We feel that we have one of  the 
best teams in the industry and we are continuously 
growing, adding the best and brightest to the Red 
Sun Farms family,” Carlos concludes.

So what is the next stage of  metamorphosis for 
the Red Sun Farms family? Much like that of  its 
symbol, the sky’s the limit. 

above: RED SUN FARMS BITE-SIZEd TOMATOES GROWING ON THE VINE
BELOW: Carlos Visconti holding the latest in innovation for 
Red Sun Farms—the Sweetpops Tomato

“From retailers to 
consumers, people 
know what the 
Red Sun Farms 
brand stands for, 
and it shows in the 
increasing demand 
for our products.”
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Likewise, if your potential future employer asks you to 
bring something, bring it. I know it seems basic, but 
nothing leaves a taste of unpreparedness like not having 
your resume with you. Actually, always bring three. 
Speaking of which, make sure that you know every line 
of your resume and are prepared to answer questions 
about the details at any time.
 
And, as we all know in produce, on time is actually late. 
Anyone looking to make a strong, well-prepared first 
impression should be 15 minutes early to an interview, 
but not too early—that annoys people, too.

A great tip: Show up to the interview location an hour 
prior and find a quiet spot to review your resume. 
You can think about how you want to answer the 
interviewer’s questions, the things and people you 
know, and the company with whom you’re interviewing. 
Review their job description and think about their needs 
and how you can add value.

Not Staying Focused
Organic conversation is an important way to connect 
and also demonstrate you can fit in with the company 
culture, but if the employer asks you what you bring to 
the table and you somehow find yourself talking about 

Y
ou never forget a first impression. In addition 
to a resume, that’s what a job interview is 
in many instances. The days of dropping in 
and asking to see whoever runs the place 
are gone. So the last thing you want to do is 

mess up that first chance to shine...in person or on the 
phone. We want to make sure you make yourself stand 
out and get called back for that second impression. 
Here are five common mistakes candidates make that 
cause them to lose the opportunity to get to the next 
step in the interview process.

Not Prepared
As an executive search firm, we do everything we can 
to make sure you’re the most prepared candidate your 
would-be employer will see. We have so much at our 
fingertips these days via the Internet, yet people still 
show up to an interview unprepared.

The second you are approached with a job opportunity, 
you should be researching. What do they do? What do 
they expect you to do? What experiences do you offer 
to complement what they do? These are answers you 
should have at the ready to share as soon as you sit 
down.

Interview5
By Rex Lawrence

Reasons
You won’t get called For a Second
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the latest episode of Shark Tank, you aren’t answering 
the question. Worse yet, you’re proving you can’t stay 
on task.

Yes, it’s normal to get nervous in an interview, but that 
allowance will only stretch so far. If necessary, repeat 
the question to not only assure you were listening, but 
to give you time to construct your response. Don’t 
forget this interview doesn’t just give you a chance 
to bring yourself off the page, but to prove that you 
can focus under pressure—an asset for any company, 
produce or otherwise.

No Spark or Enthusiasm
If a candidate doesn’t appear that interested and/or 
lacks positive energy in the interview, how will they feel 
about it in a few months? This will be the question in 
the hiring manager’s head as they watch you lay back 
in your chair like a high schooler in the back of class. Sit 
up, lean forward, be engaged, and speak to how the job 
sounds like what you are looking for and how you’d love 
an opportunity to join the team.

Another great way to communicate enthusiasm is to 
follow up post-interview, either that evening or the 
next day, and reaffirm your interest about the position. 
Not only does this show continued interest and follow-
through, but it will keep you in mind after you’ve left. 
Email is fine, and I still like the handwritten note, too.

“Can I get a word in?”
On the opposite side of lacking enthusiasm is over 
explaining or not letting the interviewer speak. It’s 
natural for a lot of people to let the nerves win and 
ramble, but as a professional consultant for job seekers, 
I implore you to keep from doing this. You are being 
interviewed—and asking questions, too—but not 
conducting the process yourself. It’s a balance. You 
don’t want the impression you leave to be “that one that 
wouldn’t shut up.”

Often, interviews carve into a regular work day, and in 
produce there’s already never enough time. Doubling 
the window they set aside to interview doesn’t 
necessarily mean it was a successful session; if you think 
back and realize you did all the talking, you might want 
to rethink how you go about your interviewing.
 
One tactic we recommend, when warranted, is to ask, 

“How are you doing on time?” You have to use discretion 
in terms of if and/or when you ask that question. An 
example scenario of when I might use it: You’ve been 
told that it’s a one hour-long interview. 40 minutes in, 
you’re having great conversation, but you also realize 
that the employer does not know enough about you, 
your skills, and experience. So, you ask, “How are you 
on time, Joe? I’m enjoying this conversation, but I don’t 
want to forget to cover some important aspects of 
my skills and possible fit within your team.” The last 
thing you want to have happen is to leave there and 
feel like they really did not know enough about you 
professionally.

Rudeness
There is a line between “confident,” and “cocky,” and 
sometimes it’s a fine one. While you are there to sell 
yourself, you don’t want to come off as condescending, a 
bully, or THE expert. Who wants to welcome that into their 
company culture? Remember, you are here to join as a 
TEAM MEMBER. So, demonstrate your strength, character, 
and your ability to be someone who can follow and be a 
member of the group—perhaps lead, if applicable.

It shouldn’t need to be said, but unfortunately I also have 
to note that if you refer to people in a way that places you 
above them, and/or use any of the “no-go” references 
(race, religion, sex, etc.) to describe anyone during your 
interview, you are less likely to get a call back.

Even with all these in mind, it all comes down to one 
piece of final advice I can give you: Be authentic, engage 
everyone in the room, smile, use eye contact, breathe, 
and enjoy the process. Thank them for their time. They 
took the time to see you, and the last note of the first 
impression can sometimes be the strongest. 

Joe Produce Search (JPS) is the 
Executive Search division of Joe 
Produce®. Joe Produce Search 
is comprised of experienced 
search consultants and produce 
professionals. Our placements 
range from middle management 
to C-level positions, throughout 
North America, covering a 
wide range of produce and 
produce-related businesses.

Founder & President 
Joe Produce Search℠

Rex Lawrence 
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CUCUMBER NOODLE SALAD

2 Georgia Grown Pure Flavor® Long 
English Cucumbers, spiralized

½ pint Pure Flavor Marzanito Mini San 
Marzano Tomatoes, halved

4 oz Pure Flavor Aurora Bites Mini 
Peppers, sliced

Avocado oil, as needed

2 boneless, skinless chicken breasts, 
pounded evenly

3 tbsp pesto sauce

Sea salt & fresh ground black pepper, as 
desired

Freshly grated Parmesan cheese, as desired

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

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes 
visit pure-flavor.com

Season raw chicken with salt and pepper.

Over medium heat, lightly grease pan and add seasoned chicken. 
Grill until chicken reaches an internal temperature of 165° F (74° 
C). Dice and set aside.

Over medium heat, add Marzanito Mini San Marzano Tomatoes, 
and Aurora Bites Mini Peppers, adding more oil if necessary. 
Grill for 3-5 minutes or until soft. Set aside.

In a large mixing bowl, add Long English Cucumbers, pesto, salt, 
and pepper. Mix well.

Add mixture to frying pan over medium heat for 3-5 minutes. Stir 
frequently.

Place mixture in a serving dish. Add freshly grated Parmesan 
cheese as desired and serve.

1
2

3

4

5

Pure Flavor® 

Long English 
Cucumbers

6

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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SUNKIST GROWERS

  STRONGER TOGETHER

A Citrus 
Community

BY KAYLA WEBB
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FOR MOST, 
a spirit of  

community is 
something saved up 

for the holiday season. 
But for Sunkist Growers, 

gathering together around the citrus tree 
is an everyday affair. For the last 125 
years, the core of  the company has been 
dedicated to growing citrus the Sunkist 
way: together—one of  the main reasons 
the company remains in the orange light.  

While the allure of  low-hanging fruit is 
enough for many, Sunkist has fostered a 
culture of  branching out beyond citrus 
in order to turn over new leaves at every 
possible moment. This culture, combined 
with its rich history and collaborative 
values rooted in the principle, “We are 
stronger together,” are what drives Sunkist 
forward today.  

“It goes without saying that Sunkist is all 
about growing, which extends beyond 
our citrus,” Christina Ward, Director 
of  Communications, tells me. “We’re 
united as a cooperative and as a global 
community. We constantly strive to be 
better tomorrow than we were today. And, 
we do it with the warm-hearted, bright-
eyed energy of  California and Arizona.”

As everyone in the industry knows, growers 
are the heart of  produce companies. 

Without growers, soil would remain 
untilled, trees and crops unharvested, 
and consumers unhappy and produce-
less. It is this produce-truth universally 
acknowledged, as well as the quality of  
California’s and Arizona’s citrus, that led 
Sunkist to unite the citrus community in 
the 19th century and what keeps Sunkist 
primed and prepped on the cusp of  our 
industry’s progress today.  

“The cornerstone of  our co-op is our 
growers. That’s why we say, ‘You can’t spell 
citrus without us,’” Christina notes.

The company has believed in that notion 
since it first started in 1893. While citrus 
groves were thriving at the time, it wasn’t 
until the Southern California Fruit 
Exchange, a regional organization tasked 
with marketing the growing citrus crop, 
that citrus growers banded together to 
create the foundations of  the not-for-profit 
marketing cooperative (owned by and 
operated for California and Arizona citrus 
growers) we know today.

By 1908, Sunkist was up, running, and 
working to brand the highest-quality 
oranges available to consumers. It was 
during this time that Sunkist also began its 
legacy as a marketing queen, producing 
one of  the industry’s first ad campaigns. 

While 
many know 
California as an oasis of  
palm trees and good vibes, Sunkist set 
out to paint a new picture of  the Golden 
State, and one that included flourishing 
citrus groves and high-quality fruit. The 
canvas, you ask? The fruit itself ! In 1926, 
Sunkist stamped its logo onto fresh oranges, 
becoming one of  the first organizations 
ever to brand and advertise on a piece of  
fruit.

With the stateside market enjoying the 
bounties of  California and Arizona-
grown citrus, Sunkist set its sights on 
the international market. In 1960, the 
company began shipping freshly grown 
fruit to primary markets in Europe and 
Japan, enriching lives around the world 
with the deliciousness of  citrus and its 
expansive list of  varieties.

“WE CONSTANTLY 
STRIVE TO 
BE BETTER 
TOMORROW 
THAN WE WERE 
TODAY. AND, WE 
DO IT WITH THE 
WARM-HEARTED, 
BRIGHT-EYED 
ENERGY OF 
CALIFORNIA AND 
ARIZONA.” 
— CHRISTINA WARD, DIRECTOR OF 
COMMUNICATIONS, SUNKIST GROWERS

SUNKIST 
GROWERS 
FIRST 
STARTED IN 
1893
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Today, the orange doesn’t fall far from 
the tree, with Sunkist operating a global 
program that allows it to offer year-round 
citrus. Also, the company is still setting 
an industry precedent in marketing, 
traditional growing practices, stewardship 
of  natural resources, and with its 
dedication to innovation. This nutrient-
rich pulp of  the company, so to speak, is 
how Sunkist continues growing-forth into 
tomorrow.

“Sunkist leads the citrus category,” 
Christina says. “We are always 
strengthening our retail marketing 
programs and have been for the last 125 
years to continue to push the envelope.”

Specifically, Christina points to Sunkist’s 
high-graphic secondary display bins that 
have expanded its packaging portfolio and 
its new in-store point-of-sale materials 
that highlight flavor profiles, nutritional 

benefits, and recipes—both of  which have 
helped Sunkist build awareness, drive trial, 
increase sales, and overall hit milestone 
after milestone.

Of  course, on top of  all of  this, there is still 
much that makes Sunkist stand out from 
the bunch, and when I ask Christina if  she 
can divulge any details, she has an answer 
rearing and ready to go.

“We have a strong brand promise and 
a great story to tell,” Christina shares. 

“Sunkist not only leverages both, but we 
also make a point to connect with our 
consumers of  all ages, both on- and 
off-line. Digitally, we’re providing more 
education and awareness through social 
media and on the web.”

Growers and consumers are two halves 
of  the same coin—or orange!—and 
Sunkist tends to its 

consumer-base just as much as its growers. 
For the last 125 years, Sunkist has 
cultivated its following, introducing the old 
and the new to top-quality citrus, as well as 
a community-oriented approach to fresh 
produce.

“Sunkist citrus has played a role in people’s 
lives for 125 years and counting. We’ve 
been through a lot together. We’ve been 
there for the happy hours and not-so-
happy hours. The ‘We Were There’ 
approach is a reminder that we’re growing 
together,” Christina says.

As autumn and winter blur together, the 
time for citrus is upon us again. Christina 
reveals that California citrus crops are 
up, with overall volume and 
Navel oranges 

SUNKIST OPERATES A 
GLOBAL PROGRAM TO 
OFFER YEAR-ROUND 
CITRUS

RIGHT: SUNKIST 
GROWERS, THE 
MULHOLLAND FAMILY

SUNKIST WAS ONE OF 
THE FIRST TO BRAND 
AND ADVERTISE ON A 
PIECE OF FRUIT

“THE CORNERSTONE OF OUR 
CO-OP IS OUR GROWERS. 
THAT’S WHY WE SAY, ‘YOU CAN’T 
SPELL CITRUS WITHOUT US.” 
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expected to increase this year. So, while 
the holiday season brings on plenty of  
promotions, retailers and shoppers alike 
will be ditching the partridge for the 
pummelo tree—that’s how excited Sunkist 
is for this year’s citrus season.

“The growth of  mandarins has been 
unprecedented. We’re entering our second 
year of  the branded Sunkist Delite® 
Mandarin program, and we continue to 
see an increase in the category’s demand. 
We believe Sunkist Delite Mandarins 
are growing in popularity because they 
are a well-rounded snack: sweet, seedless, 
easy-to-peel, and perfect for an on-the-go 
lifestyle. By their very nature, mandarins 
are packed with flavor and vitamins, 
making it a win-win for the consumer. 
Not to mention, it has become a must-
have variety in the produce department,” 
Christina explains, noting just one variety 
of  many the company is excited about.

Sunkist is also finding 
consumers are delighted with 
its specialty varieties, including 
sweet-tart pummelos; Texas 
Rio Star, Florida, Sweetie, 
and Melo Gold grapefruit; 
sweet, easy-to-peel Satsuma 
mandarins; and in the 
winter and spring, Minneola tangelos, 
royal and gold nugget variety mandarins, 
and Fairchild and Ojai pixie tangerines. 
Specialty lemons are also peaking in 
demand along with the category as a 
whole, creating more opportunities for 
seedless, pink variegated Zebra™ lemons, 
and Meyer lemons—a juicy, sweet, and less 
acidic mandarin/lemon hybrid—to shine 
beyond the produce aisle.

“We’re seeing continued growth in specialty 
varieties, especially varieties like sweet, 
seedless, and low-acidity Cara Cara 
Navels, and savory, rich blood oranges. 
Research shows that once consumers taste 
these varieties, they love the unique flavor 
profiles and come back for more. It is for 
this very reason we incorporate education 

“SUNKIST CITRUS HAS PLAYED A ROLE 
IN PEOPLE’S LIVES FOR 125 YEARS AND 
COUNTING. WE’VE BEEN THROUGH A 
LOT TOGETHER.”

and 
consumer 
experience into our marketing 
program for specialty varieties,” Christina 
says.

In addition to specialty varieties, Sunkist 
has organics, lemons, limes, and grapefruit 
in its year-round arsenal, which Christina 
notes are also growing in demand thanks 
to their versatility.

The citrus category is not only one to 
watch, it is one to celebrate. With so much 
on the up and up, I ask Christina if  she 
can give me a teaser for what’s to come for 
Sunkist.

“I can’t reveal too much, but continued 
growth is on the horizon for Sunkist. We’re 
looking forward to the fruitful future 
ahead,” she tells me.

Whether it is the holiday season or any 
ol’ day, Sunkist is giving any and all a 
reason to sing, “O Citrus Tree,” with their 
community—and beyond the holidays, 
maybe that is just what life is about. 

TOP LEFT/BOTTOM RIGHT:  
SUNKIST GROWERS, THE  
LYALL FAMILY  

BOTTOM LEFT: SUNKIST 
GROWERS, THE DONLON  
FAMILY 

TOP RIGHT: SUNKIST GROWERS, 
THE KARIYA FAMILY
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Preheat oven to 375° F. Spray 12-cup muffin tin with cooking 
spray. In a large bowl, toss together asparagus, red onion, dill, 
and capers. Add goat cheese (if desired), and toss gently. Divide 
mixture among muffin cups.

In a large mixing bowl, beat together eggs, milk, butter, Dijon, 
salt, and pepper; pour slowly over filling (fill just below top of 
each muffin cup).

Bake for about 20 minutes or until just set in center. Let stand 
for 5 minutes. Run thin knife around outside of each egg cup; 
carefully remove egg cups from pan using small spatula. Serve 
warm.

Tip: Top with smoked salmon, fresh cream, and fresh dill for a 
pretty presentation.

1

3

2

Ippolito Internation
al® 

Queen Victoria 
Asparagus

ASPARAGUS EGG MUFFINS

1 ½ cups Queen Victoria asparagus, 
chopped

¼ cup red onion, finely chopped

2 tbsp fresh dill, finely chopped

1 tbsp capers, chopped

10 eggs, beaten

½ cup milk

2 tbsp butter, melted

1 tbsp Dijon mustard

½ tsp each salt and pepper

4 oz crumbled goat cheese (optional)

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 20 min 
Servings: 6

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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MENTORS IN THE MAKING

Ken Paglione
By melissa de leon

O GET TO HOW I ENDED 
up at Pure Flavor®, I have 
to start with when I was a 
young kid…” Ken Paglione 
hooks me into his tale in 

one sentence. The Key Account Manager 
has been with the greenhouse vegetable 
company since Valentine’s Day, 2006, 
and it sounds like the road has actually 
been hearts and flowers—but we’ll get 
to that.

“My mother, Lucy, would bring me to my 
grandfather’s business to work. He was 
the Joe of Joe Policella Produce. I had 
to learn quickly, starting young, with 
just general labor. Over time, I began 
to understand the business, so my 
grandfather entrusted me with more key 
roles each summer season. Unknowingly, 
he was layering into me a foundation to 
build a future produce career: hard work, 
trust, loyalty, and integrity.”

After graduating from the University of 
Windsor, Ken didn’t jump immediately 
back into fresh produce.

“I learned another side of the greenhouse 
business by working for my uncle, 
Cole Cacciavillani, at CF Greenhouses, 
which was an amazing experience. 
He continued building my hands-on 
experience and added more layers 
to my career growth. I was a Junior 
Salesman for holiday flowers, dealing 
with a wide variety of retail partners 
throughout North America and learning 
a great deal about the industry season-
over-season,” Ken shares. “We would 
gradually build up to the holiday season, 
and as we got closer, the pace went 
from 0 to 100.” 

It wasn’t long after a holiday season 
push that childhood-friends-turned-
business-partners Matt Mastronardi and 
Jamie and Jeff Moracci, were looking 
for someone in sales to join Pure Flavor. 
The three had started a greenhouse 
vegetable company and were growing 
their business to warrant the need for 
more sales people.

“I had already been in sales for a number 
of years, and produce was in my veins. 
I enjoyed a fast pace, but produce was 
steadier compared to holiday floral 

seasons. It was a tough and emotional 
decision, working in a family operation, 
but I wanted to take the chance in my 
career. I made the move and haven’t 
looked back since,” Ken shares.

It’s also where he met three industry 
mentors that would help shape his 
still-evolving produce career: Longo 
Brothers Fruit Markets’ Mimmo 
Franzone, Sysco Foods’ Nancy Johnston, 
and Ontario Greenhouse Vegetable 
Growers’ (OGVG) Joe Sbrocchi.

“Years ago, I was training for the NYC 
Marathon and tied my training efforts to 
a cause dear to me—autism. I had yet to 
publicly share my goals: raising money 
and training for the 26.2 mile race. One 
day in talking about it with Mimmo, 
he took me by surprise in genuinely 
wanting to know about the cause, even 
following up to donate and support it. I 
saw the kindness in him and, regardless 
of business, we have always maintained 
a relationship and respect for each 
other,” he shares. He adds how inspiring 
Mimmo’s work as a mentor in the 
industry is to him. “I often see Mimmo 
involved with a variety of panels and 
steering committees, constantly pushing 
for the betterment of the fresh produce 
industry. These, to me, are volunteer 
efforts to look up to and personally 
get involved with. Mimmo is 
always open to my questions on 
how to help me improve myself, 
and I appreciate that.”

Another mentor that sets 
a strong example in the 
industry for Ken is Nancy. 

“I really look up to her for 
many reasons. Some that 
quickly come to mind are 
the energy she devotes to 
helping women in produce 
and the strong network she 
has built. Anyone you ask has 
nothing but great things to 
say about Nancy. Another is how 
she challenges her vendors: When 
our company wanted to increase our 
business on the foodservice side, she 
would explain what it meant to be a 
vendor, prep me, and challenge me. 
When someone does that for you, you 
can’t help but have a great deal of 

respect for them. There are buyers that 
are cut-and-dry, and there are ones 
who challenge you to make you better. 
If I could have the knack she has to 
challenge positively, I would aspire to 
have that.”

The most multifaceted mentorship he 
mentions is that of Joe Sbrocchi, who 
Ken has continued to look up to in 
various produce roles.

“I have a really interesting relationship 
with Joe in that I initially worked for him 
when he was in a retail buyer position 
years ago. Joe then went on to a local 
greenhouse company and became 
a competitor, which added another 
dynamic to our relationship,” he tells me. 

“Now, as the General Manager for the 
OGVG, Joe and I get to work together 
on the grower/marketer side of our 
business.”

This, Ken says, is the beauty of  
business and why it’s important not  
to burn bridges.

“It can open up opportunities down the 
road—now Joe and I work together and 
it’s great, including being members 
of the PMA Membership Committee, 
which we both take part in,” he 
shares. “Something I would say I pride 
myself on, that Joe has helped me 
with, is networking; whether they are 
a competitor, teammate, or someone 
neutral, who knows where you’ll both 
end up?”

T

Ken Paglione
Key Account Manager, 

Pure Flavor®

“
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It is a valuable lesson as he’s made Pure Flavor 
his home, something which one of Ken’s biggest 
mentors of all had approved of—his grandfather.

“I was really close to my grandfather and 
still look up to him to this day. He was very 
successful and left hard shoes to fill,” he tells 
me. “When I started working here at Pure Flavor, 
he came to visit me. We took a picture together 
that I still have, and he gave me his blessing. It 
was shortly after that visit he passed away.”

In his stead, Ken carries the things his 
grandfather and all his mentors since have 
taught him, and he is eager to pass them on to 
those joining our industry.

“Our future is heading in the direction of 
healthier lifestyle choices, which leans heavily 
on eating more fruits and vegetables. When you 
start having a family, you begin to care more 
about what’s on the plate and going into those 
lunchboxes,” Ken says.

As Ken puts it, the way the food business is 
going, it all comes back to fresh produce. With 
rising mentors like Ken and those he has learned 
from over the last 12 years working at Pure 
Flavor, who could want it any other way? 

The mentors
Here is what they have  

to say about Ken Paglione...

Mimmo Franzone
Director of Produce and Floral, 
Longo Brothers Fruit Markets

Sponsored By

Over the last 12 or so years, in three different 
careers, I have come to know Ken well enough 
to know that he could play on my team anytime. 
I have come to understand Ken as a solid 
supplier in my days as a retailer, a fierce rival 
while at a major greenhouse competitor to his 
firm, and now as a person who combines a great 
mix of skill, experience, and, most importantly, 
passion to his daily life in my current role at our 
industry association. I have been very impressed 
with his willingness to express his position so 
that we are best served as an industry. The 
importance of ‘raising the entire tide so that all 
boats can lift’ is never lost on Ken. He melds his 
salesmanship, experience, and skill, bringing a 
solid effort at all times. As such, he distinguishes 
himself as a true professional in our sector, and 
in fact the entire produce industry. His ability to 
nurture the next group of young people is a key 
need within our industry and I believe Ken will 
excel in doing just that.

Joseph M. Sbrocchi
General Manager, Ontario 

Greenhouse Vegetable Growers

It hasn’t been that long since I met Ken, but in 
about eight short (produce) years it feels like 
a lifetime…not that I’m complaining! Pleasant, 
sociable, and kind-hearted are some words that 
describe him—you would never think he was in 
sales! All kidding aside, Ken’s knowledge of the 
produce industry is second to none, and with 
every conversation there hasn’t been a time 
where he wasn’t educative, regardless of the topic. 
 
Understanding his passion and drive to better 
himself both personally and professionally is 
something we could all benefit from. Whether 
it’s stretching himself to get that extra marathon 
in before the season is over, or working with 
his peers to break grounds and innovate in our 
very competitive industry; he bleeds energy and 
motivation. It’s traits like this that will continue to 
make Ken a staple in the produce industry and 
grow as a leader, along with mentoring the up-
and-comers.

Over the last several years, I have been lucky 
enough to have a front row seat in watching 
Ken’s career in the produce industry grow. 
When Pure Flavor decided to dip its toe into the 
foodservice industry eight years ago, Ken took 
on the challenge and took the lead in growing 
this category for them. Ken’s attitude has 
always been positive—he has been like a sponge, 
taking in everything we have taught him about 
foodservice. I told him an order for six boxes is a 
win because that six boxes will turn into pallets 
if you treat your customer right; Ken took that 
to heart. 

He has really worked hard on creating great 
relationships with his customers as they are not 
only customers to him, but great friends. Ken 
is always prepared to take anything on and will 
constantly work hard to help find a solution 
to any issues his customers may have. Ken’s 
expertise and knowledge of Pure Flavor and this 
industry as a whole, in addition to his eagerness 
to continue to learn and grow, is a strong 
foundation for taking our industry to the next 
level and being able to lead others in the future.

Nancy Johnston
Sr. Sales Manager, Sysco
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T
he month of December 
is all about entertaining, 
entertaining, entertaining. 

With consumers’ calendars 
cluttered with holiday festivities, 
dinner parties, and nonstop 
fun, Giorgio is lending an olive 
branch—well, a mushroom 
branch—to all of those in need 
of a little extra help getting from 
one event to another in one piece. 

As mushrooms continue to 
dominate menus around the 
culinary world, Giorgio is helping 
consumers stay classy and on-

trend with its newly launched 
line of ovenable/microwavable 
stuffed mushrooms. The line 
features three delicious flavors: 
a Fiesta Cheese Blend, a Cheese 
and Imitation Bacon Bits Blend, 
and an Artichoke, Spinach, and 
Cheese Blend (my fave).
 
While the holidays and 
convenience don’t usually go 
hand-in-hand, Giorgio’s new 
stuffed mushroom trays are as 
easy as can be and take the ‘prep’ 
out of holiday prep. Because 
the new packaging doubles as 

a cooking utensil, the only thing 
left for consumers to do to enjoy 
these bad boys is to warm them 
up. Whether heated in the oven 
or tossed in the microwave on the 
fly, there’s no denying consumers 
will want to give these stuffed 
mushrooms to their holiday 
guests to try.

Giorgio’s stuffed mushroom 
line even carries over into post-
holiday events, like Big Game 
watch parties and Valentine’s Day, 
so the party doesn’t have to stop 
after December 31st. 

up
close

A Closer Look at giorgio®  

Stuffed Baby Bella 
Mushrooms

by Kayla webb
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W hether a sweet surprise 
in your salads and baked 
goods or plopped directly 
into an eagerly awaiting 

mouth, dates have been coveted as delicious 
and decadent treats for thousands of years. 
As consumers have learned that the fruit 
can be a healthy alternative to artif icial 
sweeteners, suspicious supplements, and 
calorie-packed holiday treats, the category is 
hotter than ever before. But just how steamy 
have dates become for today’s hungry 
produce shoppers? Dive in for a closer look...
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O
rganic

C
hopped

Conventional

DOLLARS: $10.7 Mil 
POUNDS: 1.3 Mil 

% DOLLAR CHANGE vs YA: +38.1% 
% VOLUME CHANGE vs YA: +32.4%

DOLLARS: $7.5 Mil 
POUNDS: 1.4 Mil 
% DOLLAR CHANGE vs YA: -4.2% 
% VOLUME CHANGE vs YA: -6.5%

DOLLARS: $87.9 Mil 
POUNDS: 16.2 Mil 

% DOLLAR CHANGE vs YA: +8.6% 
% VOLUME CHANGE vs YA: +5.2%

The word “date” comes from the 
Greek word daktylos, meaning finger. 
Very few people are allergic to these 
“finger” fruits, and their low-water, 
high-sugar content gives them a 
shelf-life of  many months, making 
them an ideal snack for a wide 
variety of  consumers.

Information provided by The Snack date supplier contributors
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OF THE DATES GROWN IN THE UNITED 
STATES ARE FROM CALIFORNIA’S 

COACHELLA VALLEY.

Source: IRI Multi-Outlet •  Latest 52 Weeks Ending Sept 9, 2018 vs YA

Volume

Sales

75%

Fresh
Date
Market

ORGANIC: 10.9%

CONVENTIONAL: 89.1%

CONVENTIONAL: 92.8%

ORGANIC: 7.2%   
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From the elotero’s cart to the fine dining table, 
these sweet and savory, spicy and salty treats 

have taken a traditional corn-on-the-cob-based 
street fare across the borders—and up-and-down 

the contours—of the culinary landscape…
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E lote and esquites have been staple street foods 
in Latin America for years. And recently, 
these delicious corn-based concoctions have 
been lighting it up in “highbrow” culinary 

settings, bringing authentic Mexican snacks out of the 
eloteros’ carts and onto menus throughout the United 
States.
 
Roasted over the grill and coated with salt, chile 
powder, butter, Cotija cheese, lime juice, and crema 
fresca (sub sour cream or mayonnaise if need be), these 
ears of sweet corn—called simply elote or “corn”—take 
on a tableaux of flavors—equal parts sweet and savory, 
tart and unctuous, spicy and soothingly creamy. 

Serve with cilantro and roasted garlic, or—for an 
authentic floral flavor-kick—boil your corn in epazote, 
an aromatic herb prized throughout Latin America for 
its medicinal properties and floral flavor.
 
For those that prefer to spare their teeth the indignity 
of a kernel-caked smile, esquites gives you the same 
flavors sans the slathered cob experience.
 
You would be hard pressed to find a dish more 
perfect—one that conjures more powerful sense-
memory and inspires more ardor. This may be 
plant-based eating at its best—and, I hope, a gateway 
to more outlandish Latin American street fare like 
Tostilocos—pickled pigs feet and Tostitos anyone? 

By Robert Schaulis
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A
nother year is coming to an end, and with 
that we’re looking forward to what 2019 
may bring upon us. As the old adage states, 

“change is the only constant in life,” and 
those words hold true now more than ever in 
the evolving produce industry.

Our sector operates within a highly 
competitive global marketplace, growing, storing, selling, 
transporting, and merchandising highly perishable 
fresh goods. Businesses continually strive to innovate 
and change to meet industry demands and consumer 
expectations by improving supply chain efficiencies, 
logistics, packaging, waste reduction, and addressing major 
issues including, but not limited to, inputs for production, 
environment, labor, and energy.

Fresh Concepts for a Fresh Market

CPMA
CORNER

By Editorial Contributor Ron Lemaire, President of CPMA

The Canadian Produce Marketing Association (CPMA) 
has set out to delve into the innovation ecosystem to 
foster a collaborative setting which supports disruptive 
technologies for the long-term viability of the industry. 
This taste of advancement through CPMA programs and 
initiatives will enable sector growth and new business 
opportunities for the produce industry and our members. 
We will be focusing on observing and assessing new 
technologies in the market, as well as future concepts, to 
identify the top cutting-edge systems in our sector.

Evidently, one of the most popular disruptive technologies 
in our industry has been online commerce. Since the dawn 
of online retail in the mid-90s, the global online sales 
market has ballooned to become a trillion dollar annual 
marketplace. Naturally, online sales began with non-
perishable items, but the fresh fruit and vegetable industry 
has in due course created practical methods by which 
we can penetrate online trade. According to a year-long 
Nielsen survey conducted in 2017, Canadians’ ‘trips’ to 
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Packaging type is also essential for eco-friendly and zero-
waste businesses. As buyers’ decisions become more in 
tune with environmental cause and effect, companies are 
looking to invest in sustainable green projects, and clean 
packaging is one strategy. This objective goes hand-in-
hand with the related issue of food waste reduction.

Many initiatives have begun, including the testing of plant 
extract sprays to increase the shelf-life of fresh produce, 
stores dedicated to the sale of imperfect produce, and apps 
being developed for the same purpose—yet there is still 
much more to be done.

In order to stay at the forefront of our industry, it is critical 
for organizations to continue developing and implementing 
new methods and technology for the ease of business with 
their customers. The CPMA will continue to monitor 
evolving trends in order to support our members and 
encourage the global produce industry to grow. 

...it is critical for 
organizations 
to continue 
developing and 
implementing 
new methods and 
technology...
- Ron Lemaire, President, CPMA

Consumers are increasingly seeking quick, fresh options through online markets

shop online increased by nine percent, while their trips to 
physical stores actually decreased by one percent. While 
these numbers alone may seem insignificant on the scale of 
a billion-dollar economy, this represents millions of dollars 
in consumer spending. Based on annual growth of online 
sales, all signs point to this trend continuing.

As we know, eye-catching packaging is critical in gaining 
the consumer’s attention in order to positively affect 
their purchase decision. Now, in addition to that, we’re 
seeing a trend towards packaging that allows a simplified 
consumption process. Whether it be multi-compartment 
packaging, pre-seasoned goods, or single-serving-sized 
units, consumers are increasingly seeking quick, fresh 
options. In the second-by-second age we’re living in, our 
traditional brick-and-mortar stores need to compete with 
pre-packaged meal delivery companies. We live in a 
culture where speed is of the essence, and conveniently-
packaged foods are a way to consumers’ hearts.
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e have branched out from 
the traditional supplier model, 

and while we continue to do 
what works, we refuse to put our 

heads in the sand and assume that we don’t 
need to expand, grow, and change.” 

When I first approached Lone Star Citrus 
Growers’ Director of Marketing, April 
Flowers, earlier this year about telling the 
company’s story, these were the first words 
she said to me. And as I’ve come to learn 
more about both the origin of Lone Star 
Citrus and its path forward, it’s clear that this 
never-complacent, always-innovative attitude 
is what makes the Texas citrus company 
so compelling against the backdrop of an 
industry that too often gets caught up in the 
it’s-always-been-done-this-way mindset.

“The consumer base in the U.S. is ever-
changing and evolving,” April says when I 
ask her to explore why Lone Star Citrus is so 
committed to staying nimble in its progression 
as a company. “In the last five years alone, our 

The Lone Star Citrus Story
by Jessica Donnel

“W
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(From left to right) Trent Bishop, Vice 
President of Sales; T.J. Flowers, Vice 

President of Operations; April Flowers, 
Director of Marketing; and Jud Flowers, 

President and ceo
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culture has seen major changes to the 
way consumers shop for groceries. When 
we look at the supply chain beginning 
with the end, that absolutely impacts the 
way we do business. We need to be in 
touch with the people who are making 
the actual purchase at the consumer level 
so that we can drive traffic toward our 
product in a meaningful and helpful way. 
As long as consumers and technology 
are evolving, we as the supplier must be 
willing to change as well.”

Fortunately, change is something that 
has always been a part of the company’s 
playbook. Lone Star Citrus was founded 
by citrus industry veteran Jud Flowers 
in the spring of 2007 after the company 
he was then General Manager of had an 
unexpected shakeup of ownership. Jud 
had to think fast and follow his heart. 
And when Jud knew he had his former 
colleague Trent Bishop and son T.J. 
Flowers on board, the trio set out to put 
their combined 100 years of experience 
toward developing a vertically integrated 
citrus operation that went beyond the 
norm. 

“Over these last 11 years, we have slowly 
and steadily grown that vision of our 
business to be the viable and dependable 
supply source that it is today,” Trent, VP 

of Sales, reflects, 
telling me the 
story of how 
the company 
went from a 
brainchild 
of Jud’s to a 
full-fledged 
rebel—bucking 
business as 
usual and 
standing 
out from its 
produce peers. 

“We pride ourselves on the fact that 
we go above and beyond to add value 
to every partnership we are fortunate 
enough to be a part of. Whether it is 
our first-class grower base or our ever-
growing customer base, it is our intent 
to be a valuable and proactive partner 
in increasing the consumption of fresh 
Texas citrus.”

And during those 11 years, Lone 
Star Citrus has become more than 
just “dependable,” though it is that, 
too. T.J., Vice President of Operations, 
tells me that the company has been 
on a constant growth path, doubling 
in size in just over a decade. More 
recently, Lone Star Citrus has gone 
even further to differentiate itself 

from the pack, building its own juice 
plant, implementing its first branding 
and marketing program with Winter 
Sweetz™, and expanding globally 
through an export network.

“Every year brings new projects, 
technologies, and programs as we’ve 
consistently worked toward becoming 
a solutions-based supplier. Every detail, 
from the layout of our pack lines to 
equipment and software upgrades, 
revolves around improving quality and 
efficiency,” T.J. explains.

And a major way Lone Star Citrus 
enhanced quality and value for its retail 
partners was branding its now popular 
Winter Sweetz Texas red grapefruit 
program, contrasting it starkly against 
the state’s other offerings.

“When we saw the fact that grapefruit 
consumption was declining, we had 
to have an honest conversation with 
ourselves,” April acknowledges. “As we 
explored branding, the research was 
undeniable, and we had every reason 
to move forward. Our goal with Winter 
Sweetz is simple: reintroduce grapefruit 
to new generations of consumers by 
clarifying the category. Since branding, 
our marketing program has grown 
exponentially every year as we’ve worked 
to create new and interesting content 
that drives demand. Now, we’re talking 
directly to consumers and capturing our 
own consumer-generated data, which 
we’re then using to inform our sales and 
marketing efforts.”

Another, perhaps more obvious, part 
of the company’s growth efforts has 
been expanding acreage; opening up 
opportunities for new technologies; 
and other methods to further increase 
production, improve efficiency, and meet 
new challenges of disease and pests. As 
President and CEO, Jud tells me that 

Lone star citrus’ winter Sweetz™ grapefruit 

“Texas is fast becoming the nation’s 

primary grapefruit 
production area .”

- Jud Flowers, President and ceo, 
Lone star citrus growers

The Lone Star Citrus 
Growers team
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Lone Star Citrus’ strategic high-density 
plantings, raised beds, reflective ground 
covers, and improved drip irrigation 
are just a few of the modern innovations 
the company’s farms are incorporating 
to gain a competitive advantage both 
against Texas citrus and markets beyond.

“Texas is fast becoming the nation’s 
primary grapefruit production area,” 
Jud explains. “For reasons that are not 
totally understood as of yet, we have 
not been affected by various diseases 
that have devastated other production 
areas, and as such, we are becoming an 
attractive alternative for both Europe 
and Asia as the primary supplier for fresh 
and processed citrus products. We are 
actively engaged in opening new markets 
as outlets for our new and expanding 
acreage.”

To that end, in July 2018, Trent went 
to South Korea on a trade trip intent 
on introducing Texas grapefruit to 

the market. The reception and level of 
excitement was incredible, he said, and 
with the aid of the Texas Department 
of Agriculture and the United States 
Department of Agriculture, negotiations 
to bring Texas grapefruit to Korea are 
already underway.

“Lone Star Citrus Growers does not let 
geographic borders or bodies of water 
limit our exposure to world markets,” 
Trent tells me of the global expansion 
strategy. “Today, it is easier than ever 
to make inroads in markets that are 
either untapped or relatively unaware 
of the supply of Texas citrus. Our global 
mindset is that we cannot rest until we 
have introduced all potential markets to 
Texas citrus, regardless of location.”

That’s not to say the Lone Star team 
is abandoning its Texas roots, though. 
When I ask April how the company keeps 
hold of its homegrown Texan identity 
as it continues to look outwards for 

expansion, she assures me—Lone Star 
Citrus is Texas, through and through.

“The fact is, our families are tied to this 
land and this community. We don’t just 
conduct business here; we live, work, 
serve, and are raising families in the Rio 
Grande Valley,” she explains. “Our CEO 
is actually in the orchards on a daily 
basis, and our two VPs are at the sales 
desk and in the plant every single day. 
It’s very much a family affair, and that’s 
how we plan to keep working. Because 
of that, I don’t think there will ever be 
a day when one of our partners is out 
of touch with the logistical realities of 
our operations, no matter how much we 
grow.”

With roots deep in the Texas soil that 
makes citrus so sweet, and branches 
stretching out to the great unknown, who 
knows where Lone Star Citrus’ fruit will 
find itself next. 

“...we refuse to put our heads in the
sand and assume that we don’t need to 

  expand, grow, and change .” 
- April Flowers, director of marketing, Lone star citrus growers

The Lone Star Citrus Growers team 
leads the charge to further the 

grapefruit cateory worldwide
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We wanted to know how to freshen up 
(pun intended) the game day spread as ad 
opportunities for one of the U.S.’s biggest 
eating days approaches. Who better to go to 
than the industry itself? Find in the following 
pages some Super Bowl inspiration for your 
customers from suppliers and operators who 
love both produce and football...
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Hugh Acheson
Chef  and Owner, 5&10  
and The National

The key to a successful food game 
on that Sunday in February is to 
make sure you have balance. Balance 
comes from a table with the staples, 
matched with lots of vegetables 
and salads. I really like a simple 
Brussels sprout salad in the 
Super Bowl spread. Shave a 
pound of Brussels, toss with 
lemon juice, olive oil, a dash 
of pistachio oil, some roasted 
pistachios, scallions, pickled chiles, 
and then lightly season with salt and 
freshly ground pepper. This dish is 
easily assembled and a fresh respite 
from the richness of burgers, chili, 
lasagna, pizza, and whatnot.

Nelia Alamo 
Vice President of  
Communications,  

Renaissance Food Group

The Super Bowl is one of my favorite 
events of the year, not for the 
games, but for the friends, food, and 
drinks! Party food and snacks are 
honestly one of my favorite eating 
experiences—I like to try a little 
bit of everything. My go-to snack 
to bring is a fresh veggie tray: I 
use our jicama, celery, and carrot 
sticks along with bell peppers and 
cucumbers. It’s all about the dip, too! 
I like to use hummus or guac instead 
of the traditional ranch dressing. Of 
course I love to pair that with a nice 
IPA...it’s all about balance.

Jan Delyser 
VP of  Marketing,  

California Avocado Commission

It’s not a sporting event or gathering 
unless avocados—preferably fresh 
California avocados—are featured. 
Guacamole is of course a must; I 
like it simple with onions, tomatoes, 
lemon, cumin, and a touch of spice 
served with fresh vegetables for 
dipping—jicama, colorful peppers, 
and carrots. As a Kansas City native, 
I also love barbeque…especially pork. 
Though not fresh produce, it does 
provide an excellent foundation on 
which to build with fresh fruits and 
vegetables, as in sandwiches with 
fresh avocado slices, or even using 
a halved avocado stuffed with BBQ 
pork, chicken, or other protein.

MAndy Bottomlee   
Creative Director,

Good Foods Inc.

Guacamole has undergone this 
complete transformation from an 
innovative, almost-novelty item 
to a cultural staple. Avocado 
consumption has more than tripled 
in just the past fifteen years, and 
there’s no better evidence of that 
than its newfound popularity during 
the Super Bowl. Every year now, we 
can expect that people across the 
country will incorporate value-added 
avocado offerings like our Chunky 
Guacamole into their game-time 
celebrations. Whether it goes 
on burgers and nachos or sub 
sandwiches and in fully loaded 
dips, guacamole is here to stay 
on Super Bowl Sunday.
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DENISE 
JUNQUEIRO  
Director of  Marketing,

Mission Produce 

The Big Game is the star of avocado 
holidays and my favorite time to 
showcase avocado delights. No Big 
Game party is complete without 
plenty of snacks and party favorites 
using avocados. This year, I can’t wait 
to use Mission’s Emeralds in the 
Rough pack to make loaded bacon 
guacamole. It is so yummy and 
such a fun way to switch up the 
traditional take.

GENE HARRIS 
Senior Purchasing Manager,  

Denny’s Inc. 

I love cooking at home for friends 
and family! We actually have two 
favorites that are pretty traditional: 
fresh-made guacamole with tortilla 
chips or Fritos and fresh veggies—
baby carrots, cauliflower and 
broccoli florets, sugar snap peas, 
and sweet bell pepper strips—with a 
light ranch or blue cheese dressing. 
You can’t go wrong with fresh 
fruits and veggies as the primary 
ingredients!  

The guacamole I love making 
myself. It must have fresh-squeezed 
lime juice and fresh cilantro in it. 
Sometimes I make fresh salsa from 
scratch, too!

NICOLE HULSTEIN 
Category Manager, Food Lion

Though top of mind dishes for 
many contemplating a Super Bowl 
party menu may include classics 
like chicken wings with carrots and 
celery or a taco dip with shredded 
lettuce, tomatoes, guac, etc., for 
those of us in the Southeast, I’d 
like to offer a ‘hot’ little suggestion: 
a brisket jalapeño popper! It’s a 
lovely combination of BBQ and 
produce—was there ever a better 
combination?!

Scott Schuette 
Vice President of  Produce, 

Fresh Thyme Farmers Market

Our number one movement item 
and primary traffic-driver for the 
Super Bowl is the infamous avocado. 
Because unripened avocados will 
often drive away sales opportunities, 
it is very important that produce 
teams are all on the same page in 
regards to avocado ripening, handling, 
and merchandising. Ripe avocados 
sell! It is a whole lot easier and tastier 
to use ripe avocados versus a green 
avocado in your guacamole! Also, 
play off of cross-merchandising 
opportunities. Items like guacamole 
and salsa mixes, chips, beer, soda, 
and other party favorites are all great 
options, and they actually help sell 
avocados!
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Challenge
by Robert Schaulis

A
s President and CEO of JV Smith 
Companies, Vic Smith has been seeing 
that customers and end consumers receive 
the freshest, most nutritious quality 
product possible for more than 40 years.

Vic oversees farming, packing, and cooling operations 
spread across a diverse set of categories and an 
impressive swath of the Southwest—growing on 
over 30,000 acres, with operations throughout both 
the United States and Mexico. The veteran produce 
provider commands an impressive amount of 
industry knowledge and as close to a comprehensive 
understanding of the challenges facing the industry as 
one can have.

We spoke recently about some of the challenges facing 
producers and the innovative solutions that JV Smith 
Companies is introducing to address these concerns.

ROBERT SCHAULIS: How is JV 
Smith Companies responding 
to a lack of labor supply?

VIC SMITH: Well, the big picture 
viewpoint is that labor has been 
chronically short, and it’s getting worse each year. It’s 
basically a demographic trend where field workers—
wherever they’re working in the United States, whether 
they’re documented or undocumented—are getting 
older, and they’re retiring. It’s physically demanding 
work and, at a certain point, people say, “I have to 
retire. I can’t do this anymore.”

Each year, we seem to have a drop-off of the existing 
workforce to which we’ve become accustomed. And it’s 
hard to say, but that number is probably somewhere 
in the 10 to 20 percent rate, so those numbers are 
accumulating.

Those of us in the Western United States—we have 
operations in Colorado, Arizona, and California—have 
continued to reach toward H-2A to import workers. 
The only system that's available is the H-2A program, 
so the number of H-2A guest workers has increased 
dramatically over the course of time. I'd say in the last 
three years, the amount of H-2A workers entering this 
country has probably almost doubled.

TakingUp
the

Vic Smith
with

President & CEO, JV Smith Companies
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“I’ve been in this business for over 35 years, and 
the complexity that we are facing compared to 
even 10 years ago has become exponential.”
- Vic Smith, President and CEO, JV Smith Companies

RS: Is automation part of the solution to this 
shortage? How is JV Smith Companies employing 
innovations in automation to address labor 
concerns?

VS: Absolutely. I’d make the differentiation, first of all, between 
automation and mechanization. The first thing we have to do is 
mechanize certain activities, and as we get into mechanization, 
we can start bringing automation. A lot of people use the two 
terms synonymously, and it’s a differentiation where there’s truly 
a difference. Mechanization would be taking what human hands 
are doing right now and doing the same process with some kind 
of machine. As we’re doing it with the machine, we can then 
create autonomous systems and build upon those systems to 
increase productivity and reduce the need for human labor. We 
have been working on that for at least seven years, and we’ve had 
some successes—but we still have some problems.

It’s a slow process because our particular leafy green industry 
is somewhat unique, where it really requires that skill set of the 
human hand judgment to cut the heads and trim to maximize 
the yield. We still haven’t found anything that I could really 
say three years from now should be able to reduce labor by 
50 percent. Now, having said that, it doesn’t mean that we’re 
not continuing on, and certainly we have ideas out there we 
continue to test. 

We've stepped back and said, "Okay, we're going to have to get 
involved." The first company we started was in cooling and 
distribution. But as this industry has evolved, we decided to 
create products to be delivered to the backdoor of the shippers 
and the processors. We’ve now began a process to better 
integrate labor, in particular harvesting labor techniques, into 
our operations. 

RS: What innovations have JV Smith Companies 
introduced to address the labor issue?

VS: I’m funding a startup company that's focusing on dealing 
with the labor shortage. We're going to capitalize on our Mexico 
operation—which is substantial—for recruiting. As the United 
States draws labor from the northern Mexico border, we're 
having to continually feed the pipeline by bringing people up 
from Central and Southern Mexico, as well as Central America.

So we’re establishing a major training center in one of our 
campuses in Mexico to do basic training. It’s something that 
nobody has really done before, that I know of. We’re going 
to focus on really training individuals on, first of all, their 
rights. We want to make them aware that we care about their 
livelihood; we care about their concerns. We want to empower 
these workforces and create an avenue for them to air their 
grievances without any retribution. So we have to create an 
anonymous system of input about anything negative going 
on in the work environment, particularly things like sexual 
harassment.

In addition, we’re training people for specific areas. Tractors 
are becoming more high-tech; machines will require higher 
skills. We’re still going to need some basic labor components, 
but we want people to be trained and have a breadth of skills 
and knowledge, particularly with regard to food safety. We 

really want to educate each and every employee we have to the 
dangers of poor food safety, so that if I have 500 people in the 
field, I have 500 sets of eyes—not only doing their job, but being 
highly aware and focused on any potential food safety risks. 

So, it’s a little different approach, and we’re initiating that 
program at the beginning of 2019.

RS: I know in recent years a lot of produce 
providers have been introducing value-added 
products and processes to boost prices and 
encourage demand creation. Is this something 
you think that the leafy green industry has 
benefited from and will continue to benefit from?

VS: Well, pricing pressure and shrinking margins is a very real 
problem. Our costs are going up with labor. It is going to cost 
us 50 percent more on a calculated per-hour basis within a 
relatively short period of time. So really, the only way we could 
deal with that is to shoot for increased productivity.

In regards to innovation and the marketing of product offerings, 
I would say that’s a continuous process and always has been. 
Fresh-cut fruit and vegetables, different options, are all variables 
out there to help the foodservice operators really entice and 
get counter or shelf space with retailers. We really have to 
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Boston or New York is buying product from Yuma, Arizona, or 
Salinas, California, he’s looking at the total loaded cost. “What 
are you going to charge me, Mr. Shipper, for your product, and 
what is it going to cost me to get it delivered to my warehouse?” I 
think that’s just an adjustment we’re going to have to go through.

I think, quite honestly, there will be an upward adjustment in 
the cost of freight. Not spiking maybe as high as what we saw 
this past winter, but there’s going to have to be more trucks put 
on the road and more drivers to drive them. Once we find the 
balance there, then we’ll be able to smooth things out. And at 
the point where we find a price equilibrium, then I think we’re 
going to be able to start evaluating different methodologies.

I think the first thing we have to do is find that stability, then 
based on what it costs to achieve that point, we’ll make decisions 
on how we change operations. Some of that may be more 
regional sourcing. Some of it may be innovations in trucking, 
different procedures, or better fuel costs.

RS: What makes JV Smith Companies uniquely 
attenuated to these challenges and able to 
address them for your customers?

VS: I’d say by virtue of producing in the desert out West, in 
Baja, Mexico, and central coastal California—primarily 
Salinas, California—we’re competitively offering our services 
on a year-round basis, which I think is important. We’re now 
in the process of growing over 30,000 acres of fresh vegetables 
annually, and we’re striving to achieve the right balance—
offering the benefits of the economy of scale while delivering the 
productivity and value to our customers every day.

We’re looking at becoming more and more vertically integrated. 
We are getting into the labor business, for example, but not 
just to be a farm labor contractor. We want to build a very 
strong, educated, productive workforce and be very socially 
accountable for it. We’re vertically integrating more and more 
of the upstream functions of the supply, so we can deliver to the 
shippers’ and processors’ backdoor the product they need at a 
price where we can both can survive, thrive, and be successful.

After some 40 years in business, JV Smith Companies has 
gained the perspective and the scale to meet the challenges of 
today’s economy—and anticipate the needs of their customers in 
the future. 

challenge ourselves with that, and I believe we continue to do so. 
Hopefully, we drive more demand. With more demand, I think 
that we can help solve some of these tight margin restraints, but 
it’s always a problem.

Shippers and processors are becoming more consolidated. And 
that has, of course, put a lot of pressure on those of us upstream 
in the supply chain, where there’s “X” amount of money that 
we can afford to pay you, and you can’t expect to give price 
increases every year. These buyers will say to us, as producers, 
that the marketplace is not accepting it. 

At some point, you realize, “Well, maybe I need to focus my 
efforts on some other aspect, some other business or industry, or 
I need to get continuously better and improve on my costs.” And 
that comes down to innovation and improved productivity.

RS: Is there anything in particular, as a producer, 
that you can do to address something like a 
depressed market with these very narrow margins 
and the consolidated buyer basis you were 
talking about?

VS: I would say that, just as retailers have consolidated, shippers 
and processors have consolidated. I think producers have to 
consolidate and build economies of scale. Build the scalability 
and achieve some economies of scale to try and meet the 
expectations of our buyers—which are the shippers or the 
processors—and still keep margins where they can sell to their 
buyers, to retailers, and to foodservice operators.

I’ve been in this business for over 35 years, and the complexity 
that we are facing compared to even 10 years ago has become 
exponential. But that’s the free market. Those of us who are 
innovative and adaptive will hopefully continue to survive and 
do better.

RS: Shipping issues also seem to be some of the 
biggest concerns in our industry as of late: Has 
that been your experience? How do you expect 
the current shortage of truckers/high freight costs 
to pan out over the course of the next several 
years?

VS: I’ll first give the disclaimer: I’m not an expert in this field. 
But we do have two different operations where we ship product 
direct, too. We feel it but not to the level that our customers do. 
It’s a problem because it adds total cost. So, when the buyer in 
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Melissa’s Picks

Mann Packing Breakfast 
Nourish Bowls® | For many in my 
professional and social circles, 
breakfast is a perk of the weekend. 
We all love it, but we rarely make 
time for it. So this particular 
introduction to the already award-
winning Nourish Bowls® line seemed 
a brilliant move for convenience-
seeking shoppers looking to take 
back breakfast time...while still not 
waking up until we absolutely must. 

1

Earthbound Farm Organic 
Blends | A healthy way to 
rosé all day? You bet I had 
to see this. With its Rosé 
Blend, Mighty Spinach Blend, 
and Red Baby Butter Blend, 
Earthbound Farm’s latest 
organic additions might not 
get you tipsy, but they will 
give you the nutrients you 
need to brunch hard—and the 
flavor, versatility, texture, and 
color to elevate any dish.

4 3 SUNSET® Shazam!™ Shishito 
Peppers | I’m a sucker for peppers, 
so what a time it is for me and 
millennials like me to be alive! 
Shishitos are one part of what is 
taking the pepper category to a new 
level, and I have been waiting to see 
these since SUNSET® initially teased 
their existence earlier this year. After 
all, “shazam” is one word that might 
come to mind when consumers find 
that stray shishito with a bit more 
kick than its siblings!

Sarah’s Homegrown Agua Fresca 
Line | I’m all too familiar with Frey 
Farms’ Tsamma Llama and the juice 
he represents, so I came to a halt 
when I saw that Sarah Frey had a 
new watermelon beverage. Clean, 
refreshing, and simple, the line she 
says was inspired from summers 
growing up on the farm will 
transport consumers there as well. 
Needless to say, I’m hoping this, too, 
makes an appearance in the coolers 
for Frey Farms’ annual participation 
in Tour de Fresh.

2

Freska Produce Organic 
Dried Mangos | No more does 
“fruit snack” just mean that 
it resembles the shape of the 
foods we love. 100 percent 
mango, and even organic, 
this item retains what adults 
and children both love most 
about mangos, offering a great 
produce-powered alternative to 
any gummies or candy bags we 
might otherwise be tempted to 
grab.

5

One of my favorite aspects of 
2018’s PMA Fresh Summit was the 
categories in this year’s Fresh Ideas 

Showcase, which I’m guessing made it easy 
for buyers looking to fulfill specific needs in 
their stores. As for me, I couldn’t get enough 
of all the latest our industry has conceived. 
Here are a few of the many products that, 
even now, have me eager to hit the grocery 
store.

MELISSA DE LEON, SENIOR EDITOR

PMA FRESH SUMMIT 2018
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Preheat waffle iron. Stir together the dry ingredients. Whisk in 
the egg, milk, and oil. Gently stir in the shredded apples.

Spray the waffle iron with nonstick spray. Drop the batter by tbsp 
onto the waffle iron. Cook 3-5 minutes, depending on how hot 
the iron gets.

Place the mini waffles on a wire rack to cool.

Whisk together the glaze ingredients. Dip each waffle in the glaze. 
Flip it around and let the excess drip off. Sprinkle with cinnamon 
sugar, if desired. Let set.

Note: Best hot and fresh. If you need to store them, place them 
in the refrigerator in a loosely sealed container. Reheat in the 
microwave for 5-7 minutes for that fresh-from-the-waffle-iron 
taste.

1

2

3
4

Crunch Pak®

Apples

MINI APPLE FRITTER WAFFLES

1 ½ cups shredded Crunch Pak® Apples
½ cup f lour
½ tsp cinnamon
¼ tsp nutmeg
2 tbsp sugar
1 tsp baking powder
¼ tsp salt
1 tsp cornstarch
1 egg
⅓ cup milk
½ tbsp oil

glaze

2 cups powdered sugar
4 tbsp milk
½ tsp vanilla
Cinnamon sugar

Prep Time: 10
Cook Time: 15
Servings: 24

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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e didn’t bring this 
next generation into 
the business to keep 
everything the same.”

These words ring true 
for Yerecic Label, a 
company that has 
reinvented what it 
means to be a family 
business. Founded 
in 1969 as A.M. 

Yerecic Company, it has grown from 
its humble beginnings of making 
labels in the garage into a veritable 
empire. Helping me shed light on 
this transformation is Kristin Yerecic 
Scott, Yerecic Label’s Marketing 
Director, whose pride in her family’s 
business is evident from the moment 
we speak.

“The company was started by my 
grandfather, Art M. Yerecic, Sr., in 
his family’s home. He was a produce 
director at a local grocery wholesaler, 
and he saw a real need for labeling,” 
Kristin begins, clueing me in to a time 
when labels were as simple as a 99 
cents sticker. “The company really 

started as a distributor. Art would 
purchase the labels and distribute 
them to local supermarkets. From 
there, it became about acquiring his 
own machinery and renting his own 
space.”

In a scant six years, the family 
had grown beyond its garage 
manufacturing set-up. In the decade 
between 1975 and 1985, Yerecic 
Label had expanded to its own 
manufacturing facility in Export, 
Pennsylvania.

For a company to expand in 
such a way takes dedication 
and determination, both family 
traits I can’t help but notice 
during my conversation with 
Kristin. She describes her siblings’ 
accomplishments as though they 
were her own. Elizabeth Yerecic—
Key Account Manager for the 
Midwest Region—was a double 
major in Business and Spanish at the 
University of Pittsburgh. She joined 
the company in May 2017. Her brother, 
Josh Yerecic, is the company’s 
Production Manager and has been 

LabelHard to Put
On It

a
by Andrea Allen
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with the company for over 15 years. 
Josh helps to lead the production 
team and ensures the company’s 
press schedule goes smoothly in the 
face of rush orders.

They had dedication, but it also takes 
a little something else to grow and 
become an industry leader: ingenuity 
in the face of change.

Over the years, labeling has changed 
drastically, growing from simple 
price labels into cross-merchandising 
behemoths. Kristin explains to me 
that this evolution has taught the 
company about an entirely different 
consumer than they’d known before.

“There’s been a lot of discussion about 
the millennial generation, about how 
millennials don’t know as much about 
cooking as the generation before 
them. We found the culinary element 
is definitely becoming more and more 
popular, whether we add tips, recipes, 
or finished dish photos,” Kristin says. 

“We’ve seen much growth in that over 
the past five to ten years, and we’re 
going to continue to see that growth. 
I think magazine-quality photos have 
become really popular on packaged 
produce, because you’re showing 
consumers how they can use that 
product in a unique or different way.”

Even though things are changing in 
a big way, Kristin lets me know that 
she and her siblings can shoot for the 
moon—and sometimes a little bit past 
it. That’s where their father’s—Art 
Yerecic, Jr.—expertise comes into 
play, making for a perfect blend of 
old-school business and forward 
thinking. 

“There are a lot of times where 
we’ll say things that sound just 
a little too far ahead,” Kristin 

tells me with a laugh, “and Art 
works really well to coach us and 
guide us. I still remember when I 
graduated—having a background in 
strategic communications, PR, and 
advertising—I tried to tell him that 
we needed more social media, social 
media, social media. And then the 
more I learned about our business 
and our selling model, it became 
clear to me that we needed to get the 
basics down first. We needed a good 
website; we needed good tangible 
marketing material. In terms of 
priority, he did a good job of making 
me realize that we needed to walk 
before we could run.”

Art certainly would know a thing or 
two about such things, having helped 
grow the business almost since its 
inception. He was ten when his father 
began it, and during high school, 
he was the company’s first press 
operator. He became an expert in 
Yerecic’s original style of flexographic 
printing, spearheaded the company’s 

sales efforts, developing its unique 
go-to-market strategy, and since 
1995, Art has been the organization’s 
fearless leader as Owner and 
President. 

As an industry leader in the label 
printing space, it seemed natural 
to Yerecic Label that it would soon 
turn to digital technology, and many 
converters to the new tech were 
wondering why they hadn’t jumped 
on the train earlier. The company’s 
reason? A shrewd bit of insight that 
the digital technology might not yet 
be advanced enough.

“Our mentality on that was to let the 
first to market figure out the kinks in 
it, and then we’d adopt it when we felt 
it met our capabilities. With our lean 
manufacturing focus, we felt like we 

“With our lean manufacturing 
focus, we felt like we were 
always just a little bit ahead 
of our counterparts...”

- Kristin Yerecic Scott, Marketing Director, Yerecic Label
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Start of manufacturing 
labels in the family garage

Builds new manufacturing 
facility in Export, Pennsylvania

Beginning of lean 
manufacturing values

Art Yerecic, Jr. (Left) and 
Arthur M. Yerecic, Sr. (Right) 

Yerecic Label’s old manufacturing facility

Art Yerecic, Jr. (Left) and Arthur 
M. Yerecic, Sr. (Right) 

Arthur M. Yerecic, Sr. founds 
A.M. Yerecic Company

Growth of the 
company, company 
rents its own facility

Art Yerecic, Jr. named 
President

were always just a little bit ahead of our 
counterparts in terms of throughput 
and waste reduction,” Kristin says.

While the company attended 
industry events over this past 
year, it started to see a shift in the 
technology. Namely: speed. The 
biggest difference between the 
digital press and the flexographic is 
that flexographic printers use plates 
and cylinders, meaning that the level 
of investment in tangible materials 
is much higher. As we’re talking, 
Kristin brings up a tomato label as 
an example, pointing out the fact 
that this kind of label would require 
eight different printing plates on a 
flexographic machine, with specific 
dyes, cylinders, anilox rolls, and 
other investments for the item to be 
run on press. They’re a far cry from 
digital machines, which use the press 
ink cartridges and only need dyes 
to cut out the label shape. As more 
customers wanted to see the live 
label before it went to market, the 

digital presses made it easy for the 
company to be flexible in the work it 
takes on. 

“Whether it be for a sales meeting or 
a tradeshow, our customers wanted 
to see what the label is going to look 
like on the package,” Kristin explains. 

“The other thing we were seeing a lot 
of was the personalization factor of 
it. For example, if you have a hundred 
retail stores and you want to do a 
thousand labels for each store—with 
each store’s manager on it—we’re 
now able to do that type of work 
efficiently because of our investment 
in digital printing.”

As the company continues to lead 
the charge in labeling innovation, 
I come to wonder what’s next for 

Yerecic Label. Kristin informs me 
that the company, on top of plans to 
purchase more new digital presses, 
will continue investing in the latest 
innovations to meet customers’ 
needs. With digital press and label 
finishing companies Domino and 
AB Graphic International already 
convinced of the magic that is 
Yerecic Label, the company will work 
with their trusted partners on the 
latest technology that adheres to its 
desire for perfection. 

In the meantime, Yerecic Label will 
do what it does best: stick fast to the 
produce industry. 
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Left: The New Kensington, 
Pennsylvania, facility.
Below: The next generation of the 
Yerecic Family with Art Yerecic, Jr.

Domino Digital Press with 
AB Graphics Finishing unit

Yerecic Label becomes 
part of Tag and 
Label Manufacturers 
Institute (TLMI)

Transition to digital 
platemaking system

Purchase of digital press 
and finishing unit

First international sale

Brand refresh

1998

2001

2007

2011

2014

2018

“... magazine-quality photos have 
become really popular on packaged 
produce, because you’re showing 
consumers how they can use that 
product in a unique or different way.”

New facility in New 
Kensington, Pennsylvania
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Place a tomato, basil leaf, and mozzarella ball on each toothpick 
and set on a serving platter.

Season with salt and pepper, then drizzle with a balsamic glaze.

For best results, bite the savory combination off the toothpick all at 
once.

Cooking tips: If the tomatoes are too large, cut them in half. Fresh 
mozzarella balls are found in the deli section at your local grocery 
store. Mozzarella balls are also named bocconcini balls and come 
in a variety of sizes. 

1

2
3

DelFrescoPure® 
Mini Mixers®  

Gourmet Snacking 
Tomatoes

MINI MIXERS ® CAPRESE BITES

2 pints Mini Mixers® Gourmet Snacking 
Tomatoes
24 fresh mini mozzarella balls
24 fresh basil leaves
24 toothpicks
1 tbsp balsamic glaze
Salt and pepper

Prep time: 10 min
Servings: 24 Pieces

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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c
ontinuously 
rising in 
categories 
across the 

board, organics 
have gone from 
niche to necessity 
in grocery stores and on menus. What 
do the numbers have to say about this 
expanding segment? Let’s find out…

3 BIL
2.5 BIL

$2.1 BIL

$2.8 BIL
2 BIL

1.5 BIL
1 BIL

.5 BIL
0

Top Ten Sales* 

fruiT
vegeTables

*Totals account for the top ten items in that segment
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BeRrieS
$856.0 Mil

+10.1%  or + $78.4 Mil vs YA

AppleS
$447.9 Mil

-4.9%  or  -$23.1 Mil vs YA

BAnanas
$315.6 Mil

+7.3%  or  +$21.4 Mil vs YA

GrapeS
$160.6 Mil

+3.0%  or  +$4.7 Mil vs YA

AvoCados
$127.1 Mil

+19.2%  or  +$20.5 Mil vs YA

lemonS
$54.2 Mil

+4.1%  or  +$2.1 Mil vs YA

oranGes
$53.8 Mil

+7.4%  or  +$3.7 Mil vs YA

pearS
$30.4 Mil

-7.3%  or  -$2.4 Mil vs YAMelonS
$36.1 Mil

+207.3%  or  +$24.3 Mil vs YA MAngoS
$26.7 Mil

+131.6%  or  +$15.2 Mil vs YA

organic top ten

MelonS
+207.3%

ManGoS 
 +131.6%   

top growth %
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lettuce
$833.0 Mil

+6.3%  or + $49.7 Mil vs YA

SpinAch
$470.5 Mil

+9.1%  or  +$39.4 Mil vs YA

CARrots
$383.6 Mil

-0.2%  or  -$0.7 Mil vs YA

Fresh heRbS
$330.6 Mil

+25.6%  or  +$67.4 Mil vs YA

TomaToeS
$199.7 Mil

-0.6%  or  -$1.1 Mil vs YA

MuShrooMS
$146.8 Mil

+15.7%  or  +$20.0 Mil vs YA

peppeRs
$124.5 Mil

+19.1%  or  +$20.0 Mil vs YA

KAle
$113.6 Mil

-15.3%  or  -$20.6 Mil vs YA

SOURCE: IRI MULTI-OUTLET •  LATEST 52 WEEKS ENDING SEPT 9, 2018 vs YA

potaToeS
$118.7Mil

+7.4%  or  +$8.1 Mil vs YA

GreenS
$109.0 Mil

-2.8%  or  -$3.1 Mil vs YA

organic
top ten

Fresh
heRbS
+25.6% top growth %
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 OneBite  at a Time
by Lillie Apostolos
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 OneBite  at a Time
I

’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: There is 
no joy like a fresh slice of crisp apple dipped to 
perfection in smooth caramel sauce. That, my 
friends, is heaven. Offering a literal take on the 

term “crunch-time” during the holidays, New York 
Apple Sales is enjoying a great season that will see the 
debut of new crop varieties. 

At the root of New York Apple Sales’ current efforts is 
Jim Allen, Vice President of Marketing, who sheds light 
on the company’s newest movements in its KORU® 
expansion.

“It’s a New Zealand-based apple that we have been 
importing for about five years. We actually are 
in a partnership with two other major shippers in 
Washington State—Chelan Fresh and Starr Ranch 
Growers. We have been selected by Coast-to-Coast 
Growers Co-Op, which is a group that manages the 
imported KORU and the growing and marketing of 
KORU stateside. We work with the grower co-op to 
sell the KORU apple. We harvested the variety in 
October—240,000 packs of bushels,” Jim tells me.

The company’s goal is to create a continuity throughout 
the season. It imports KORU from New Zealand in 
April, and that season runs into October. Now, New 
York Apple Sales is diving into its stateside-grown 
KORUs for the fall harvest. The Braeburn-Fuji cross 
offers a unique and firm crunchiness beneath its bi-
colored exterior, with a sweet and tart flavor and a hint 
of honey.

As we make our way through the holiday season, there 
is a need to recognize the suppliers offering staples to 
festivities’ spreads. To this point, Jim notes that New 
York Apple Sales is steeped in tradition as it steps 
out on a limb, so to speak, with its recent KORU 
developments. 

“We’re a New York State grower/packer/shipper 
that grows what we call the New York State legacy 
varieties: Macintosh, Courtland, Honeycrisp, Empire, 
Gala, Jonagold, Red Delicious, and Golden Delicious. 
Everyone features those varieties, especially in the 
Northeast. A lot of them are regional varieties. Others 
are obviously marketed across the country—such as 
Gala, Fuji, and Golden Delicious,” he explains.

New York Apple Sales 
is never one to settle, 
though, and Jim jumps 
right into the proprietary 
varieties that have 
created a momentum 
for the company and the 
partnerships it has forged 
to boost accessibility to 
the varieties’ flavors.

“We’re also really pleased 
to be able to offer some 
proprietary varieties—
managed varieties or 
‘clubs.’ New York State has two specific proprietary 
varieties called SnapDragon® and RubyFrost®—both 
developed and released by Cornell University. While 
they are managed by Crunch Time Apple Growers, 
we grow and pack them at our facilities, and we have 
a region in which we can market them. So, that’s been 
an exciting addition. Another proprietary variety 
that we have the rights to market, as well as 
grow and pack in-house, is the SweeTango®, 
which is managed by the 
Next Big Thing grower 
cooperative.”

NEW YORK APPLE SALES focuses
ON EXPANSION & BUSINESS STRATEGY

Jim Allen 
VP OF MARKETING
NEW YORK APPLE SALES
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Moving forward, New York Apple Sales is looking to 
2019 and beyond—after all, we have those “New Year, 
New You” resolutions looming right around the corner.

“Apples are a huge portion of the fruit category—they 
are a leading influence in produce. There will be a 
lot of momentum with apples coming out of the fall 
harvest, and retailers can look toward baking aspects 
for the holidays. You can utilize and highlight the many 
ways to use apples in recipes and baking. Once you 
get through that holiday season, the trend seems to be 
focusing on good health,” Jim shares. 

But how can retailers capitalize on the swing from 
holiday apple pies to New Year’s resolutions? Jim puts 
the shift into concrete terms for me.

“In December, consumers eat all of these delicious 
apple pies. But in January, they want to lose the weight. 
Buzzwords like ‘a great healthy snack,’ ‘low-calorie,’ 
or ‘digestive-aid’ work really well when merchandising 
apples to this health-conscious crowd. The other 
avenue that needs to be followed—especially with the 
proprietary varieties, where there is such a wide range 
to select from for consumers—is the use of demos and 
taste-testing. Put an incentive at the point of purchase 
to buy the apples and a lot of special displays to call out 
the apple so that it doesn’t get lost in the shuffle,” he 
suggests.

Fear not—Jim also provides a strategy to shine a light 
on key apple varieties and those proprietary apples 
consumers are not quite familiar with yet. Much like 
meeting a new friend, there needs to be some common 
ground. But once consumers meet their new favorite 
proprietary apple variety, the minor bump in price 
won’t seem so daunting, he explains.

“Merchandising new apples is very important. A lot of 
these new varieties carry the stigma that they are more 
expensive than the other apples,” Jim shares. “And, if 
you don’t know that variety, you are probably going to 
have a hard time paying $.40 or $.50 more per pound 
for an apple you’ve never heard of. We need to focus on 
getting the word out with in-store samplings at the store 
level and through ad buys beyond that.”

New York Apple Sales is owned by Kaari Stannard, 
who is also a partner in two of the 10 packing facilities 
that NYAS markets apples for. New York Apple Sales is 
one of the largest women-owned fruit operations in the 

“The apple business in retail is based on networking, 
relationships, and service. Service, dependability, 

quality—how a supplier supplies is what counts."
- JIM ALLEN,

VP OF MARKETING,
NEW YORK APPLE SALES
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apple industry. And as the company continues to grow, 
so are its staff and facilities.

“Facility-wise, we continue to invest with equipment and 
machinery,” he says. “We have our second high-speed 
packing line —a $5 million investment, in our largest 

facility. The other packing facilities have continued 
to upgrade and add new and better 

equipment. The real foundation 
of our business is the over 75 
apple growers throughout the 

state that we deal with. They 
are investing all kinds 

of money in the 

orchards, with new varieties, new planting systems, and 
new innovative growing practices and techniques. Each 
day, we’re a little bigger than we were the last.”

Increases in apple offerings, boosts to staffing, and 
investments in facilities have carved out a path for New 
York Apple Sales unlike any other. As the company 
continues to push onward and outward with tireless 
gusto, it looks to its relationships within this constantly 
changing industry for strength and motivation.

“The apple business in retail is based on networking, 
relationships, and service. Service, dependability, 
quality—how a supplier supplies is what counts. As 
we know, the size of these accounts is changing, with 
many of them consolidating and merging. That’s what 
you have to specialize in. We’re going to assume we 
have the best quality apples and best tasting apples. If 
you don’t have that level, you don’t even get through 
the front door. The next step is how we service that 
account.” 

Jim explains to me that you’re judged and graded on 
everything you do in life. Because the company is 
aware of this truth, New York Apple Sales welcomes 
the hard work that is necessary to bring more fruitful 
seasons and successful endeavors. 

Co-Owners Rod Farrow, Jose Iniguez, and Jason Woodworth of Lamont Fruit Farm/Fish Creek Orchard 
with New York Apple Sales President and Owner Kaari Stannard
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Whisk together flour, baking powder, and ½ tsp salt; cut in butter 
until mixture resembles coarse crumbs. Stir in sour cream until 
dough forms a ball. Shape into a disk; wrap in plastic. Refrigerate 
until firm enough to roll (about 2 hours).

Meanwhile, place tomatoes in a colander; toss with remaining 
salt. Let stand 15 minutes.

Preheat oven to 425° F. On a floured sheet of parchment paper, 
roll dough into a 12" circle. Transfer to a baking sheet.

Place cheese slices over pastry to within 2" of edge; arrange 
tomatoes over cheese. Fold pastry edges over filling, pleating as 
you go and leaving center uncovered. Bake until crust is golden 
brown and cheese is bubbly (about 25 minutes). Cool 10 minutes 
before slicing.

1

2

3

4

Sunripe™ Bella  
Roma Tomatoes

TOMATO GALETTE WITH PECORINO

2 cups Sunripe™ Bella Roma Tomatoes, 
sliced

1 cup all-purpose f lour

1 tsp baking powder

¾ tsp kosher salt 

½ cup cold unsalted butter, cubed

½ cup sour cream

3 oz Pecorino Romano cheese, thinly sliced

Prep Time: 10 min (plus 2 hrs cool time)
Cook Time: 25 min
Servings: 6

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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L
ooking for a healthy snack 
that’s as good as gold with 
families, on-the-go eaters, 

and more? Or a way to round out 
your produce aisle’s assortment? 
Zespri® 1-lb SunGold™ Kiwifruit 
clam packs may be just the 
ticket. 

Featuring Zespri’s signature 
brand and colorway, clean 
imagery, and clear messaging 
that highlights flavor and 
freshness, these convenient 
clams boast consistent quality, 

longer shelf-life, and the sweet 
tropical taste and eye-catching 
vibrancy for which Zespri’s 
SunGold variety is known.   

Showcase these beauties 
alongside Zespri’s green and 
organic varieties and watch 
burgeoning demand build—
or build large, eye-catching 
displays outside of the produce 
department. Try creating 
displays by the checkout to catch 
shoppers as they leave the store. 
 

Zespri’s 1-lb clam packs are 
perfectly apportioned to take 
home and dish out throughout 
the week. Whether you’re a busy 
parent, an athlete in need of 
nutrients, a produce professional 
looking to drive sales, or a 
gourmand looking for culinary 
options off the all-too-beaten 
path, Zespri’s 1-lb SunGold 
Kiwifruit clam pack is proving 
all that glitters may not be gold, 
but this sweet tropical fruit may 
well be worth its weight in the 
shimmery stuff. 

up
close

A Closer Look at zespri® 

sungold™ kiwifruit

by Robert Schaulis
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Literally translated to “golden orange” from 
Cantonese, this tiny specialty citrus item 
has sweet, edible skin and a tart inner-flesh. 
Kumquats also provide an excellent source of 
vitamin C and fiber, as well as calcium and iron. 
Like Navel oranges and mandarins, this citrus 
item is said to bring luck, wealth, and prosperity.

From tart kumquat to tender eggplant, crisp snow peas to craveable 
ginger, Asian fruits and vegetables have been gaining ground in North 
America as consumers look to global cuisines for palate-expanding 
offerings. And with Chinese New Year—or Spring Festival—peaking 
February 5th and the Year of the Pig boding big appetites, produce 
departments can stoke sales with supplies of these categories.

A staple ingredient in many Asian cuisines, this 
cabbage has a sweet, mild flavor that can be 
used in soups, as filling in egg rolls, and eaten 
raw in salads. The crunchy, unique texture of its 
leaves continues to make this cabbage one of the 
most sought-after ingredients in Asian cuisine.

This holiday favorite is usually found in marshes, 
and its crunchy texture is associated with a 
mildly sweet flavor. Try boiling or steaming this 
veg to use in soups, salads, and stews; peel 
before use in stir-fry.

KumQuats

Napa Cabbage

Water Chestnut

Information provided by The Snack and Asian produce supplier contributors
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Valued for its spicy flavor and medicinal benefits, 
ginger can be sliced or grated to add zest to 
Asian dishes. Try combining ginger with soy 
sauce, olive oil, and garlic to make a flavorful 
salad dressing.

Looking for good fortune? This vegetable may be 
beneficial to have around. A fundamental part of 
Asian cuisine—this veggie has a mild flavor, crispy 
texture, and a powerful earthy aroma. The flavor 
tends to vary throughout the vegetable, as the 
bottom is usually the most piquant and the top is 
the sweetest.

Chinese broccoli’s distinct, sharp flavor and 
long, leafy shape set this produce item apart 
from more common varieties. Steamed, boiled, 
or stir-fried, this vegetable is a great addition to 
any dish.

This Asian squash, also known as a bottle gourd, 
is native to the cuisines of China and Southeast 
Asia and is similar to a zucchini with a very mild 
flavor. Prepare as you would zucchini or other 
soft-shelled squash, and add this delicious source 
of vitamin C to soups or stir-frys. As a symbol 
of good health, longevity, and good fortune in 
Chinese tradition, this item brings both flavor and 
differentiation to produce departments as we 
move into the New Year.

Though it looks to be more of a Halloween-suited 
fruit, this item is one of the oldest citrus items on 
record. Coveted for its sweet, floral fragrance and 
mild zest with little-to-no flesh or juice, Buddha’s 
Hand is all rind and pith. Think of it more as a 
presentation piece, although the rind can be 
candied or used in baking and other recipes. 
Buddha’s Hands are also used as offerings in 
temples during the holiday. Like cocktails? This is 
a great ingredient for infusing into spirits.

GINGER

Daikon Radish

Gai Lan
Chinese Broccoli

Opo Squash

Buddha's Hand
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Most often either sautéed or stir-fried, snow peas 
are one of the easiest vegetables to prepare and 
have a sweet, crisp flavor. Their versatility and 
plentiful health benefits make snow peas a great 
addition to a healthy diet and can be eaten raw 
as a delicious snack.

Also known as Yardlong Beans, these are firmer 
and longer than regular green beans, and hold 
up really well to the high heats used in stir frying. 
Chinese long beans are actually more closely 
related to black-eyed peas and provide a great 
source of fiber, vitamin A, and vitamin C. This 
versatile vegetable can be used in multiple 
preparation methods, from stir-frying, steaming, 
and boiling, to a snack or salad ingredient.

Tender, versatile, and widely used across multiple 
cuisines, Chinese eggplant is unlike many 
varieties. The vegetable offers a tender skin that 
does not have to be peeled, which preserves the 
texture, taste, and shape of the eggplant. The 
item has several different preparation methods 
to fit your fancy—from baking or broiling, to stir-
frying or deep frying.

Snow pea shoots are a bit grassier than snow 
peas, but crisp in flavor and freshness. Try them 
in soups, stir-fried, or steamed.

A common misconception is that these two 
versatile varieties are one-and-the-same, with 
interchangeable names. Truth: both are visually and 
flavorfully different. In Asian stores, Baby Bok Choy 
is the more widely available variety, while Shanghai 
Bok Choy is more popular in Shanghai cuisine. 
Baby Bok Choy has white, crunchy stems and dark, 
spinach-like leaves and is a miniature-sized (baby) 
version of the fully-grown Bok Choy. Shanghai Bok 
Choy has uniform light green stems, spoon-shaped 
leaves, and a milder flavor than Baby Bok Choy.

Snow Peas

Chinese
Long Beans

Chinese Eggplant

Dau Miu
Snow Pea Shoots

Baby Bok Choy & 
Shanghai Bok Choy
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Preheat oven to 400º F. Roll out dough on a lightly-floured 
surface to ½" thickness and fit gently into tart pan. Trim edges to 
fit and place in the fridge until ready to fill. 

In the meantime, whisk eggs, cream, salt, pepper, and hot sauce 
in a medium-sized bowl. Grate cheese and slice tomatoes.

Sprinkle grated cheese over the bottom of chilled pastry dough.  
Pour egg mixture over top and gently distribute liquid into 
grated cheese with a fork, being careful not to pierce the pastry 
underneath. Place tomato slices gently on top, overlapping and 
forming columns or a pattern of your choice. Sprinkle with 
ground pepper and place tart on a baking sheet. 

Bake in preheated oven for 30-35 minutes or until starting to 
brown on the top and filling is set. Let stand for 4-5 minutes 
before removing tart from pan. Place on a cutting board and cut 
as desired.

1

2

3

4

Mucci Farms Tri 
Colored Tomatoes 

On-The-Vine

MUCCI TOMATO TART

3 Mucci Tri Colored Tomatoes On-The-
Vine, sliced into ½" thickness

1 package frozen puff pastry (Tenderf lake), 
thawed according to package instructions

3 large eggs

1¼ cup 5% cream

¼ tsp salt

½ tsp freshly ground pepper, plus 
additional for top of tart

½ tsp Tabasco or hot sauce of choice

1 cup grated smoked Canadian cheddar

Prep Time: 30 min
Cook Time: 30-35 min
Servings: 4-6

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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This is probably the hundredth 
article you’ve seen about 
marketing to millennials—this 
month—and I apologize in 

advance. But, hopefully, we can look 
at the topic from a new angle.

We all know that millennials are 
a huge group of consumers with 
major spending power, but has all 
the attention become too much? I 
think yes. Anytime I see the whole 
world focused on a single thing, my 
tendency is to look for opportunities 
in the opposite direction. Our 
current millennial-obsessed 
scenario, for example, opens a great 
opportunity: many companies are 
so focused on this generation, that 
they’ve forgotten about the baby 
boomers. For your reference, Pew 
Research Center defines baby 
boomers as being born between 
1946 and 1964, making them 
between the ages of 54 to 72.

While your competitors are all 
jockeying for millennials’ attention, 
here are five reasons why I think you 
should give boomers your serious 
consideration.

BOOMERS OUTSPEND 
MILLENNIALS

Information from the U.S. 
Department of Labor shows that 
baby boomers’ average household 
spending is thousands of dollars 
more per year than millennials’, and 
they are more likely to consume 
food at home rather than eating out. 
That means they’re buying more 
at grocery stores. In fact, boomers 
may spend over $2,000 more per 
year at grocery than their millennial 
counterparts.

Of course, millennials comprise 
a larger population, and there’s 
common reasoning that “millennials 
have a lifetime of shopping ahead 
of them.” But, if you have one 
marketing dollar to spend, it’s 
worth considering the positive 
effect it could have on your bottom 
line immediately when spent on 
boomers.

by Editorial Contributor 
Karen Nardozza, 
President & CEO,  
Moxxy Marketing
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CHANGES IN  
BOOMER BEHAVIOR 

CREATE OPPORTUNITY
Boomer women are cooking less. 
Boomer men are shopping more. 
After a lifetime of following old-
fashioned norms, all bets are off. 
Women who have cooked for their 
families for a lifetime are claiming a 
much-deserved break. Meanwhile, 
men who haven’t seen the inside of 
a grocery store in decades are now 
venturing back, because either they 
have time now that they’re retired, 
or they must as they’ve become 
caregivers, widowed, or their wives 
have declared, “I quit—your turn!”

These are perfect examples of 
marketable moments. Women 
cooking less opens opportunities 
for more convenience through 
value-added produce, meal kits, 
prepared meals, and other ready-
to-eat options, such as in the deli. 
And boomer men venturing back 
into the grocery store can use our 
guidance in-store, whether that 
means enticing packaging, point-of-
sale marketing, in-store consulting, 
or helpful printed materials that will 
lead them to our products.

BOOMERS ARE 
INFLUENCERS

A generation ago, we might have 
thought of people in their 50s to 70s 
as, well, old. But baby boomers defy 
those outdated stereotypes. They’re 
active and engaged. They might 
not be digital natives, but they’re 
growing much more comfortable 
with digital technology. Dare I say it? 
They’re cool.

And millennials have a special 
relationship with their boomer 
parents and grandparents. They 
grab lunch together, chat on the 
phone frequently, and often still live 
together. So, when you’re influencing 
a baby boomer, you may also be 
influencing their millennial children 
and grandchildren at the same time.

I’m not saying forget about 
millennials—far from it. But, I also 
know an opportunity when I see it. 
And today, there’s big opportunity 
with our friends, the baby boomers.  

BOOMERS MAKE  
MEDIA MATTER

Millennials may be the largest 
generation, but they’re also the most 
marketed-to. These smartphone 
natives are assailed by constant 
marketing messages every day—on 
their phones, tablets, and laptops; 
online videos and conventional 
commercials, digital ads, social ads, 
and ads plastered on every exposed 
square-inch of their environment. 
They’re marketed to at work, on 
their commute, and at home. Yet, 
according to Forbes, an incredible 
84 percent of millennials don’t trust 
advertising. So, when we market to 
millennials, we’re competing in an 
extremely noisy environment. Even 
if we do get through, there’s a large 
chance our audience won’t listen!

Boomers encounter lots of 
marketing, too. But, Nielsen reports 
only five percent of advertising 
is geared toward boomers—five 
percent! Add that incredible statistic 
to the fact that boomers are more 
restrained users of technology and 
still engage regularly with traditional 
medias like TV, terrestrial radio, and 
magazines. Their trip to the mailbox 
is still a meaningful ritual, as is their 
time spent with the daily newspaper. 
Clearly, it’s much easier to reach 
boomers and be seen and heard.

 MILLENNIAL-STYLE 
DISRUPTIONS MATCH 

BOOMERS’ NEEDS, TOO
It’s easy to look at all the disruptions 
happening in grocery and think 
of them as millennial-style 
advancements: grocery delivery, 
pre-made meals, personal shoppers, 
online ordering...but even though 
older Americans may be slower to 
adopt new technologies, their needs 
sometimes push them into new 
experiences.

Consider aging boomers who are 
encountering new challenges in 
their lives but want to retain their 
lifestyles and independence for as 
long as possible. These could be 
challenges like reduced mobility, 
less confidence in driving, or even 
something as simple as difficulty 
carrying heavy grocery bags. 
Options like pre-made meals, online 
ordering, and grocery deliveries are 
all on-target with older consumers’ 
needs. So, forward-thinking 
investment in new technologies and 
retail advancements don’t exclude 
baby boomers. Whether due to 
convenience or necessity, boomers 
will engage with new products, 
services, and technology if we make 
it easier for them.
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A Regenerative 
Approach

 to Agriculture

(From left to right) Chief Marketing Officer Amanda Steele, AC Operations 
CEO Darren Filkins, and Managing Directors Tom Avinelis and Rob Hurlbut
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“We’re farmers first and foremost.”
— Tom Avinelis, Managing Director, Agriculture Capital

Years ago, when I tried to critique 
his farming, my dad told me ‘you 
know, you need to realize; I can 
only afford to farm half as well 
as I know how to,’” Tom Avinelis, 

Managing Director of Agriculture Capital, 
tells me. “So often in the farm operations 
business, you’re so capital constrained. And 
I think it’s been key for us to address that 
challenge. With AC Foods, we’ve been able 
to accelerate the innovation process because 
we’ve had the capital to do it.”

It’s 11:30 a.m. on a not altogether untypical 
July morning in Delano, California. 
Temperatures are already reaching triple-
digits and will soon creep up to 105° 
Fahrenheit. The Columbine Vineyards’ sales 
office, though, is cool and accommodating.
 
I’m sitting in a conference room, meeting 
with Tom, his fellow Managing Director 
Rob Hurlbut, AC Operations’ CEO Darren 
Filkins, and Agriculture Capital Chief 
Marketing Officer Amanda Steele to learn 
more about Agriculture Capital and the AC 
Foods family of farms and operations, the 
organization’s history, and the unique way in 
which the company is leveraging the support 
of private equity to pursue a transformative 
approach to sustainability and regenerative 
agriculture. It’s a story of dedication—the 
kind of dedication that gets you out in the 
vineyard in 100-degree weather.
 
We’re about to head out to the sweltering 
fields and survey a small parcel of the nearly 
18,000 acres of farmland that AC Foods 

operates across Oregon, California, and 
Australia. 
 

“Agriculture Capital initially developed as an 
investment firm,” Rob explains. “Tom had 
been pursuing an opportunity to raise a fund, 
and I had recently sold a food company—
having been in the business for 35 years. 
We met, and I think we really shared this 
view around the importance of developing 
regenerative supply chains.”
 
The two soon-to-be principals of Agriculture 
Capital both brought a wealth of knowledge 
to the burgeoning venture—Rob as the 
former CEO of Niman Ranch and Founder 
of Attune Foods and Tom as the Co-
Founder of Homegrown Organic Farms and 
AgriCare. The seed was there, but it soon 
became apparent to both Tom and Rob that 
it wasn’t enough to merely invest—to be 

“owners.” To pursue the kind of regenerative 
framework and commitment to the triple 
bottom line of public, environmental, and 
financial well-being that the two envisioned, 
Agriculture Capital had to do more. Rob 
and Tom decided that they had to be farmers 
above all else.
 

“The opportunity to leverage institutional 
capital was really clear, and that led us 
to raise an investment fund—not the 
normal way to think about a food business 
opportunity but certainly one we were 
excited to pursue. And we then realized 
that the real work was actually getting this 
done on the ground,” Rob continues. “And 
we realized we had to build an organization 
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that could execute on the philosophy. 
We were lucky enough to meet Darren 
shortly thereafter. We asked him to join 
us to lead the AC Operations team, as 
we acknowledged that we needed to 
be not just an owner of assets but also 
an operator of assets—from nursery to 
farm to packing and cold storage to sales 
and marketing. And so, the idea of AC 
Foods was to encompass this breadth, 
because all of these assets are part of 
AC Foods; the people that work here 
are AC Foods; the brands themselves—
consumer brands like Sumo Citrus® and 
Columbine Vineyards®—those brands 
are part of the AC Foods portfolio.”
 
Tom is quick to concur with this 
assessment.
 

“We’re farmers first and foremost,” 
summarizes Tom. “We think our 
greatest success will come from the 
ground up. We really consider ourselves 
stewards of the land, and our approach 
to agriculture is a regenerative one. Our 
focus has been on permanent crops and 
how we can build out the platforms for 
success long term—not just for ourselves 
but for future generations.”
 
In 2014, targeting blueberries, citrus, 
table grapes, and tree nuts, Agriculture 
Capital began building its portfolio, 
managing assets and brands under the 
rubric of AC Foods. The company began 
building its portfolio throughout the 
West Coast, acquiring Suntreat in 2015 
and Columbine Vineyards in early 2018. 
In addition to farmland, the AC Foods 

portfolio includes TreeSource citrus 
nursery, five packing and cold storage 
facilities, and expert sales and marketing 
teams.  
 
And the company recently hired its 
first Chief Marketing Officer—a 25-
year veteran of the food and beverage 
industry with a focus on CPG marketing. 
Amanda tells me she shares in the 
company’s commitment to implementing 
sustainable practices and producing 
sustainable products, having worked 
in the health and wellness natural and 
organic space for the past 12 years.  
 

“Fresh produce is one of the best, 
cleanest options that fits the way people 
want to eat today; in terms of healthy, 
convenient food, you don’t get better 
than fruit and nuts,” Amanda says. In 
her role, Amanda is eager to share the 
company’s stories with customers and 
end consumers and to highlight an 
impressive family of brands and products 
that includes Sumo Citrus and Suki™ 
mandarins; Suntreat®, Sweetline®, and 
Sunline® navels; I’m Pink™ cara caras, 
and Columbine Vineyards’ Holiday®, 
Milano®, and Black Globe® table grapes.
 

“With all the changes going on in the 
retail environment, produce is one of 
the most exciting parts of the store and 
is critical for retailers to bring shoppers 
through the front door,” Amanda 
explains. “I think we have a huge 
opportunity to partner with our retail 
customers and help them to tell the story 
of these brands and their high-quality 

“I think we recognized that there was a real 
opportunity to focus on the needs of the 
consumer, and define our strategies to grow 
access to healthier, better food…”

— Rob Hurlbut, Managing Director, Agriculture Capital
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produce offerings—particularly our 
proprietary varieties—to their shoppers 
in order to generate more traffic and 
build excitement in-store. We plan to 
invest in our brands and build brands 
like Sumo Citrus, for example; it’s a 
very unique product; people love it, 
and we think we can build that into a 
compelling brand in partnership with 
our retailers.”
 
From its operations in Delano with 
Columbine Vineyards to blueberries 
grown in the Pacific Northwest and back 
to Lindsay, California-based Suntreat 
and counter-seasonal citrus programs 
in Australia—Tom and Rob outline the 
ways in which AC Foods has assembled 
an impressive portfolio of companies 
and consumer brands. This family of 
operations bespeaks a serious investment 
in long-term success, an abiding interest 
in producing the best possible product 
for AC Foods’ customers and end 
consumers, and a commitment to social 
and environmental sustainability. 
 

“I think we recognized that there was a 
real opportunity to focus on the needs 

of the consumer, 
and define our 
strategies to 
grow access to 
healthier, better 
food,” notes 
Rob. “That’s our 
stated purpose. 

We realized, also, 
that there was a 

real need to bring 
institutional capital 

into the market and 
help use that capital 

to drive innovation and 
create opportunities in the 

communities in which we operate.”
 
Beyond opportunity from a financial 
perspective, the team believes there’s 
opportunity from a social standpoint in 
terms of building better jobs and feeding 
people better food.
 

“And there’s also the environmental 
standpoint. We’re taking care to try and 
measure our results across all three of 
those dimensions—financial, social, and 
environmental,” Rob adds.
 
To this end, Agriculture Capital has even 
brought on its own Vice President of 
Sustainability. In a position dedicated to 
maximizing resources and minimizing 
environmental impact, the company has 
welcomed Wood Turner—who helped 
build sustainability protocols for organic 
yogurt pioneer Stonyfield Farms.
 

“Wood has been a huge asset for us 
in terms of continually helping us to 
think outside the box in regard to how 
we build sustainability into all of our 
thought processes,” Tom tells me, noting 
that Turner has been instrumental in 
engineering an approach that looks 

Columbine Vineyards grapes 
 growing in Delano, California
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beyond the exigencies of time and money 
to a more holistic understanding of AC 
Foods’ operations in relationship to the 
environment and community. It’s in that 
same spirit of stewardship that AC Foods 
is putting together its team.
 

“If we truly want to be an employer 
of choice, then we need to be 
communicating what those goals are 
and articulating our values—really 
living those is important to us,” adds 
Darren. “The talent that has come with 
the acquisition of some outstanding 
companies has just been tremendous, 
and through a new structure, by 
setting goals and articulating and 
communicating what those goals are to 
our employees, we’ve started to bring 
together a real team environment. We’re 
engaging our employees, and we value 
their input. So, when I’m working with 
our farm managers and our employees, 
there’s an expectation that it’s not 
only best in class—it’s best for our 
environment; it’s best for our employees.”
 
For AC Foods, the company’s “EATS” 
values: Excellence, Accountability, 

Transparency, and Stewardship infuse 
the way they do business. Transparency 
and data collection in particular are key 
to implementing a new approach and 
cultivating a new culture, and Tom tells 
me the company’s data-driven approach 
to sustainable ag is already paying 
dividends in terms of increased efficiency. 
 

“Everybody talks about water and 
the degree to which we monitor our 
processes because it’s such a valuable 
resource,” Tom explains. “We’re putting 
on precisely what the plant needs. And 
it’s been an interesting learning curve 
for us—especially with specialty citrus. 
10 years ago, most citrus was probably 
using close to four acre-feet of water. 
The average is probably 3.5 today. But 
we’re finding that in many cases 2.3 
to 2.5 acre-feet is extremely successful 
for growing high-quality fruit and 
optimizing water usage. And along with 
that, when you’re applying nutrients, 
you’re not losing them. You’re not 
leaching them. Everything is being taken 
in by the plant.”
 
Rob adds that the company hopes its 
use of data to improve sustainability 

practices and efficiencies can become 
a pilot for others in the industry. 

 
“Obviously, innovation is 

happening everywhere—
it’s happening very 
quickly, and it’s 
often based on data 
collection,” says Rob. 
“We’re really excited 
to collect this data, 

Suntreat’s Sumo Citrus® mandarins growing in the 
field in Lindsay, California
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and we also hope that others will collect 
more of this data, so we can share 
among growers and begin to understand 
the impact of some of these changes—
in order to improve the industry for 
everyone.”
 
And as Rob notes, beyond reducing 
impact on the environment, AC Foods’ 
sustainable farming practices are just 
good business. 
 

“A lot of these efforts are related to 
fundamentally great practices in 
reducing overall risk—particularly to an 
asset over the course of a long period of 
time,” continues Rob. “Managing water 
more responsibly is going to improve 
the value of an asset you’re managing 
because it’s going to have water for a 
longer period of time. For us to be able to 
spend less money on pollinator services, 
too, because we’ve built a habitat for 
native pollinators, that has a very direct 
financial benefit.”
 
For AC Foods, stewardship necessarily 
goes beyond the land, Rob explains, 
and it involves the trust of long-term 
investors including public pension funds, 
endowments, and insurance companies 
that are made up of thousands of 
beneficiaries.
 

“At the end of the day, we’re also stewards 
of capital for large funds—pensions 
for public employees such as teachers, 
firefighters, and policemen,” Rob 
explains. “And in addition to stewarding 
the ground, we have the privilege of, 

   “Our goal is to exceed the 
     customer’s expectations.”

— Tom Avinelis

in the case of Columbine, carrying on 
for the Caratan family. They built an 
amazing enterprise here, and we feel 
responsible to carry that forward into the 
future with the same quality. And that’s 
very true, certainly, with the Griffith 
family in the Suntreat organization.”

Darren tells me the company has a name 
for this holistic approach to stewardship: 
The AC Way. 
 
With a commitment to caring for its 
investors, employees, environs, and 
offerings “the AC way”—and ample 
investment in creating the best product 
possible in the produce space—AC 
Foods is forging its own path through the 
landscape of our industry—and offering 
a beacon to those hoping to follow suit.
 
Tom concludes: “One of our most 
important goals with The AC Way as 
a vertically integrated grower/packer/
shipper is, ultimately, caring for our 
products from the farm all the way to 
the store’s shelves and onto consumer’s 
tables. Harvesting at the optimum time 
as delicately and quickly as possible; 
cooling our product as quickly as 
possible; getting the right conditions 
to handle it, to pack it—we do all this 
to create a product that delights the 
customer every single time. We’ve spent 
the capital and technology to do that.”
 
He leaves me with a quote that sums 
up The AC Way in eight simple words: 

“Our goal is to exceed the customer’s 
expectations.”  
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R egular readers of The Snack Magazine have 
seen that the industry is undergoing a 

number of changes as we work with not just Mother 
Nature’s whim, but also consumers’ expectations. 
As demand for consistent supply increases, specialty 
items are becoming year-round.

Among these is asparagus, which has become 
more prevalent in recipe options and as a regular 
item on consumer shopping lists. Recognizing 
this, Ippolito International has actively boosted 
its asparagus program in both conventional and 
organic as it looks to meet every need and desire 
of its customers. To learn more about the move 
and where this rising category is headed, I sat 
down with Dan Canales, Senior Vice President 
of Sales, Marketing, and Processing. With 32 
years of experience across multiple categories 
under his belt, the last three of which have been 
spent serving Ippolito International’s strategies in 
growth, who better to ask?

Melissa De Leon: What trends or 
events piqued Ippolito International’s 
interest in expanding its reach by way of 
asparagus?

Dan Canales: We quickly learned from 
our customer base that we needed to be a year-
round player. Asparagus fits very well in terms of 
adding to that one-stop convenience with all of 
our western veg and value-added items. So, we 
acquired a new growing and packing deal in the 
Salinas Valley, California, at the beginning of 
2018 that included both conventional and organic 
asparagus. In addition to growing in Salinas 
during the regular asparagus season, Ippolito 
grows in various regions of Mexico, depending on 
the time of year.    

Q

A

1

:
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MD: What are some ways chefs or 
foodservice professionals are preparing 
asparagus with this boosted availability?

DC: We are seeing more requests for tips of the 
asparagus stalk. Jumbos continue to be the size of 
choice for a lot of the steakhouse concepts while, 
in terms of preparation, each chef has some small 
variation of how they like to prepare asparagus. 
From simply steaming or grilling to using freshly 
shaved asparagus on a salad, we are seeing a lot of 
expansion in how the category is being applied.

MD: What have you observed on the 
consumer-side for asparagus consumption?

DC: With year-round availability, we have 
noticed a greater awareness has been created 
with consumers. It’s not just an Easter vegetable 
anymore—asparagus, like many other vegetables 
that used to be a specialty or niche offering, has 
now become a consistent item consumers can 
purchase any time of the year. They are loving 
the fresh crisp flavor and nutritional benefits of 
asparagus and creatively add it to breakfast, lunch, 
and dinner.

MD: How is rising demand for crops 
like asparagus changing the fresh produce 
industry?

DC: As I mentioned earlier, with asparagus 
and other categories that were once exclusively 
specialty, it is becoming almost a requirement to 
be a year-round player. This, as well as offering 
various pack sizes, is especially important if you 
want to have a captive and consistent customer 
base.

MD: What other areas of the business are 
Ippolito International growing?

DC: We are continually adding to our SKU list, 
whether it be with Belgian leeks, chopped collard 
greens, or bagged asparagus. If our customer 
base has a need and it pairs well with our core 
competency and volumes, we are always trying to 
add value to our relationships. Keep an eye out!

W hether by the tip of the stalk or root-
to-stem, it sounds like asparagus is 

a vegetable to be aware of as consumer and 
restaurant kitchens alike look for new spins on 
the category. I, for one, am certainly eager to see 
what winter delights come of having it available 
year-round as we approach holiday dishes and the 
creative culinary whims they inspire.

Specialty item? Sounds more like a staple to me! 
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Sometimes, looks 
do mean everything... 

PACKAGING CONCEPTS 

THAT DID IT 

RIGHT
by KAYLA WEBB

SUNVEW MARKETING 
INTERNATIONAL 

Sweet Carnival™ 
Grapes

A new proprietary grape variety 
from Sunview Marketing 
International is giving the category 
a whirl. Sweet Carnival™ grapes 
are the latest and greatest variety to 
come out of  the gates and take taste 
buds to bright lights and fair games 
reminiscent of  childhood. With 
a “sweet-as-a-carnival treat” flavor, 
similar to that of  pink spun sugar, 
Sweet Carnival grapes won’t make 
consumers think twice to reach for a 
bunch of  these instead of  the golden 
goodies found deep fried at typical 
carnivals. And this variety is well 
worth the lines that are sure to form 
just to feast eyes on these prizes.

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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PERI & SONS
Sweetie 
Sweet® 
Onions

OKANAGAN 
SPECIALTY 
FRUIT

Arctic 
ApBitz™

While the holidays are notorious 
for good grubbing, that doesn’t 
always mean it is healthy grubbing. 
With Okanagan Specialty Fruit’s 
fresh new take on dried apples, 
there’s no reason to reach for a 
sugary holiday sweet when Arctic 
ApBitz™ snack baggies are sitting 
right there. The line includes two 
apple flavors—“wholesome, sweet, 
and crunchable” Golden dried 
apples and “tart, crunchable, and 
delicious” Granny dried apples. 
Shaped like fries and made with 
100 percent Arctic® apples, ApBitz 
snacks are available in brightly 
colored packaging that’s as fun as 
the snack inside. 

5

3

LOVE BEETS™

Golden Beet-
o-de-Gallo

Winter days can be dark and cold, 
but Love Beets Golden Beet-o de 
Gallo, made with the very best golden 

4

CHURCH 
BROTHERS 
FARMS

2 Lb 
Clamshell 
Baby Kale 
Blend

This time of  the year, you can’t 
escape the red, green, and white, 
but with Church Brothers Farms 
2 lb Clamshell Baby Kale Blend, 
you won’t want to! Now in a larger 
size—because Church Brothers 
Farms knows we all need a little 
something extra during the 
holidays—this delicious mix of  
black, green, and red baby kale is 
the perfect package to drop into 
consumers’ shopping carts. The 
label also touts what’s important 
to consumers these days like 

“preservative-free,” “triple-washed,” 
and “ready-to-use”—the best carol 
to be sung any time of  year.

2 

There’s nothing sweeter on the eyes 
(or baked into any and all holiday 
fare) in the produce aisle these days 
than Peri & Sons’ recent rebrand 
of  its Sweetie Sweet® Onions. Not 
only does the rebrand include new 
illustrations—washed in baby blues, 
pinks, greens, and browns—the new 
look also led Peri & Sons to expand 
its label to feature all the deets on 
sweet onions, like growing practices 
and its farms’ culture, philosophy, 
production, and locations. If  you 
need a really good read with a really 
sweet ending, the newly rebranded 
Sweetie Sweet Onions are definitely 
the gift that keeps on giving this 
holiday season.

beets, will not only brighten up 
the bluest of  winter blues but will 
heat up grocery like never before. 
A new product in the company’s 
growing golden beet line, the 
Golden Beet-o de Gallo is the 
perfect product to mix into the 
culinary fold thanks to its kick of  
flavors that are sure to make any 
holiday gathering a true fiesta. 
Not to mention the mix of  golden 
beets makes for a ‘no mess, no fuss’ 
kitchen situation, and we all know 
that’s the best holiday gift.
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Pour the contents of Mann’s Kale Beet Blend into a mixing bowl. Squeeze 
lime juice over the vegetables, add cayenne, and drizzle with honey. 
Season with a bit of salt and toss to combine. Set aside.

Add ingredients for chipotle mayonnaise in a small mixing bowl and stir 
well to combine.

Using a 2-inch round cookie cutter (a red wine glass works, too), cut 
rounds out of the tortillas. Nestle each round into the crevices of an 
upside-down muffin tin. Repeat with as many rounds as you can fit on 
the tin (1 tin will accommodate approximately 12 mini tacos).

To assemble the tacos, place a couple slices of smoked salmon on the 
bottom. Add some Kale Beet Blend and top with a slice of avocado. 
Drizzle the top with a bit of chipotle mayonnaise and serve.

1

2
3

4

Mann’s Kale  
Beet Blend 

KALE BEET BLEND MINI TACOS WITH SMOKED SALMON & AVOCADO

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

1 package Mann’s Kale Beet Blend (8 oz)

Juice of 2 limes

½ tsp cayenne pepper

2 tsp honey

1 package whole wheat tortillas

1 package smoked salmon (4 oz)

1 avocado, sliced

c h i p o t l e m ayo n n a i s e

½ cup mayonnaise

Juice of ½ lime

1-2 tsp adobo sauce (the sauce that canned 
chipotle peppers are packed in)

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 30 min
Servings: 6

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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Robert’s Picks

Red Sun Farms® Sweetpops | The 
introduction of a new tomato variety 
is always an auspicious occasion in 
the produce industry. And by pairing 
that occasion with new branding and 
packaging innovations, Red Sun® 
Farms has hit the trifecta. With its 
latest bite-sized snacking variety, the 
greenhouse grower has got what 
I think is a surefire success on its 
hands—all wrapped up in a resealable 
10 oz tub boasting one of the most 
eye-popping designs at this year’s 
Conference and Expo.

1

Pure Flavor® Stingrays Hot 
Peppers | The greenhouse 
grower brought the spice to 
Orlando this year, with a new 
line of multi-colored hot peppers 
perfect for heating up your 
culinary creations. Adventurous 
eaters can add Stingrays to a 
salsa or kick up chili—and the 
brilliant color of these slender 
stingers suggests a bright future 
in retail displays and foodservice 
settings.

5 4 B&W Quality Growers Power 4™ | 
Superfood blends have hit the 
market in a big way in recent years. 
And with B&W’s latest offering, 
the company is combining some 
of the healthiest, tastiest, and most 
nutritious superfood offerings—
watercress, arugula, baby spinach, 
and its latest addition, baby red 
leaf kale—in a newly redesigned 4 
oz retail package. This ideal salad 
base packs 20 essential vitamins 
and minerals into each bite.

CMI Orchards Ambrosia Gold™ Apple | 
CMI Orchards is adding renewed shelf 
appeal to its popular Ambrosia Gold™ 
apple brand. The company debuted 
a fresh new look for this full-flavor 
apple at Fresh Summit, and the new 
look is sure to please, celebrating the 
vibrant duo-tone variety in all its—dare 
I say—glory? Fans of the fruit can enjoy 
the same great taste—while retailers 
can encourage consumption—with a 
striking new brand for this category-
boosting apple. 

3

Pete’s Living Greens Organic Living 
Line | Pete’s products have been 
leading the way in the living greens 
category for years now, and with the 
company’s latest additions to its organic 
program—Organic Red Butter, Organic 
Spring Mix, Organic Watercress, and 
Organic Romaine—the company is 
giving produce sellers even more tools 
to take advantage of health-conscious 
eating trends. The company’s roots-
intact living products offer extended 
shelf-life, and its transparent clamshell 
packaging—with clear, eye-catching 
branding—promise serious sales as 
post-holiday consumers reappraise their 
wassailin’ ways come New Year’s. 

2

My first time in Orlando may have been 
a little light on Disney, but it was heavy 
on produce innovations. Here are a 

handful of the products that stood out to this 
trade news writer at PMA Fresh Summit 2018. 

PMA FRESH SUMMIT 2018

ROBERT SCHAULIS, SENIOR WRITER

4
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