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Jordan Okumura
Editor in Chief
AndNowUKnow and The Snack

There are many friends, as we wrap up this year, that we 
believe share the same vision and the same values as our 
team at The Snack Magazine and AndNowUKnow. In joy 
and in struggle, much of this agricultural space is built by 
people tied to the land, and we bring you their stories. 

From Jacobs Farm del Cabo’s Sandra Belin and 
Larry Jacobs’ vision for “healthy soils, healthy 

plants, healthy people” to Wilson Produce’s 
strength in diversity through investment 
in the earth, our carbon footprint, and 
its people—this 46th issue of The Snack 
speaks not only to today’s state of the 
industry, but the one we want to leave for 
the future.

Industry pioneer Nikki Rodoni takes up 
that charge as well as we look into the success 

of the second annual California Central Coast 
Sustainability Exchange. The event brought retailers 

and foodservice operators together with some of the supply-
side’s most innovative and progressive companies to dig 
into the sustainability issues and opportunities at hand. All 
over a fall dinner and drinks, produce industry-style.

In addition, we bring you the continuous efforts of 
companies like US Foods, Veg-Fresh Farms, Red Sun 
Farms, Bee Sweet Citrus, and Pete’s, who are building their 
own legacies in profound and innovative ways.

I consider myself one of the lucky ones who gets to call their 
career a home for their passion. My passion extends to you, 
and I thank you every day for the passion you share with 
us—in legacy and story.

2005 Capitol Ave., Sacramento CA 95811

EDITOR’S LETTER

o matter your industry, 
political affiliation, dogma, or 

demographic—the end of the year 
provides an opportunity for all of us 
to reflect on what has transpired, what 
has been gained, what has been lost, 
and also what has made us 
grateful.

This year, I am grateful 
for so much—a loving family, a house to 
call home, two legs to run on, and a hand 
in which to carry a pen wherever I go. I 
hear many in this industry speak about 
how grateful they are to have a career that 
functions dually as a job and as a passion. 
What an amazing gift to be able to give 
yourself and, in turn, those around you.  

At times, we may all fight tooth and nail for our place 
in the ring. We may see what is different instead of what is 
similar—but, I can’t help but think that, in this industry, 
at the end of the day we are all pointing, directing our 
feet and energy, our passion and minds, at the same goal: 
to leave our mark on the day, the month, the year, on the 
people in our lives, and on the world that we will all leave 
to another one day. 

Neither morbid nor mortal, our paths lead infinite lives 
long after we are gone. 

This reminiscing, this remembrance, and this cherishing of 
the moments are a gift we can all give ourselves as we wind 
down 2019 and ramp up for 2020. From family and friends 
to industry and initiatives—we can all take into account 
the lives we have lived and what we hope for the new year. 

One of those impactful moments that moved us and stilled 
us this past year was the passing of John Giumarra, Jr. One 
of the great industry leaders and mentors in California 
and beyond, many in our industry called Mr. Giumarra 
a friend or family member, and some of us have received 
the stories and successes he had to share, passed on to us 
through the enormous industry circle that he called home 
his entire life. 

As a writer, I was taught that each word should go through 
a war to live on the page—each word can become a tribute.
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BIRDS OF A FEATHER 
PEP TOGETHER
This border-straddling, bicultural force for 
growth draws strength from generations of  
familial leadership. Now, its most recent Owner, 
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female empowerment and environmental stewardship, 
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By The Snack  Editorial Contributor Julie Krivanek, 
President, Krivanek Consulting

WHAT KEEPS A
BOARD MEMBER
UP AT NIGHT?

What keeps a Board Member up at night? Plenty. 
And for good reason. So many of  today’s 
headlines read something like, “CEO Departures 
Hit Record High.” Between January 1 and August 

31 of  this year, 1,009 Chief  Executives have tendered their 
resignations. Fortune Magazine has called 2019 “the Year of  the 
CEO Exodus.” Today’s CEO turnover is higher than it was 
during the 2008 recession and the average tenure is dropping.

Even more challenging, however, is the fact that businesses are 
facing a tsunami of  trends that will mean a different reality for 

the future. We are seeing unprecedented changes in technology, 
automation, digital platforms, AI, consumer demands, and an 
entirely new generation coming into power and participation. 
Boards are struggling with the complexity of  balancing long-
term value, targeted growth, and capital allocation and risk 
appetite in this environment—all while trying to articulate a 
“blueprint for the future,” a.k.a a strategic plan.

Let’s think about the role of  a Board and then look at the 
pinnacle of  Board contribution—the creation of  a vision for the 
entity along with a plan that charts a clear path forward. 
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J ulie Krivanek is a Strategic 
Plan Advisor to Board of  
Directors and Executive 

Teams. In addition to serving on Boards, Julie is a member of  
the National Association of  Corporate Directors and Women 
Corporate Directors.

In general terms, a Board is the decision-making and governing 
body of  a corporation. They are expected to: 

1) Increase the value of  the business
2) Evaluate the CEO, including future succession
3) Grapple with strategic decisions that lead to a profitable future 

Boards come in all shapes and sizes, but the best ones have a core 
of  commitment and competency that takes a business to new and 
lofty heights. The worst ones fall into the traps of  mechanical 
and habitual behaviors; focus excessively on tactics and the short 
term; burden the CEO and staff with meeting preparation and 
presentation; and stay too long at the party, preventing fresh 
thinking from re-energizing the organization.

When my clients are challenged, I am too. And if  you are on a 
Board, here are some tips to help you get a good night’s sleep:

1 Stay in your lane. Leave the annual operating plans and 
budgets up to the CEO. Your contribution is much more 
important than short-term tactics. If  a CEO struggles 

with next year’s deliverables, you’re dealing with a very different 
problem.

2 Co-create the vision with your CEO, including clear 
and complete alignment on what the ideal future looks 
like. Once you get that, everything else is a detail. If  you 

don’t get that, everything else is a debate.

3 
Get your hands dirty. If  a Board is detached from the 
planning process, they nitpick, focus on minutiae, and 
send the Executive team spinning as they try to “get it 

right.”

4 Be ruthless in focus and prioritization.
I’ve served on and consulted for public, private, and 
nonprofit Boards—in industries including energy, high 

tech, communications, and fresh food—from small- and mid- to 
large-sized companies. I’ve taken time-tested concepts from these 
years of  experience to lead Board clients in a two-day intensive 
that covers vision, trends, competitive distinction, a “priority 
matrix” for investment opportunities, and the key goals that spell 
success in the year to come.

Having seen firsthand the brilliance that comes when Boards and 
executives create the future together, I remain very optimistic 
for what lies ahead as we get ready to close out this year of  
executive churn and economic curveballs. Here’s to launching a 
new decade in the produce industry and to successful strategies 
ahead.

BOARDS COME IN ALL SHAPES AND SIZES, BUT THE BEST 
ONES HAVE A CORE OF COMMITMENT AND 
COMPETENCY THAT TAKES A BUSINESS TO NEW AND LOFTY HEIGHTS.

- JULIE KRIVANEK, President, Krivanek Consulting“ ”

JULIE KRIVANEK, 
President, Krivanek Consulting
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Super
SnackCHat
American football—this is a season of its own, in truth. 
A season of Fantasy Football, social gatherings, healthy 
competition, a little superstition, and a whole lot of fresh 
produce opportunities. We love taking the temperature 
of some of our friends during this time of year, especially 
in the lead-up to the Big Game in February. But, in all 
honesty, we can take any occasion to offer a little fresh 
produce persuasion. Check out the tips and tricks of 
some of our industry friends...

BOWL
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“To have a successful Super Bowl 
party, there are five key elements 
that I call the 5Fs. First and foremost 
is football, but that goes without 
saying. The next two are friends and 
family—key ingredients. Number four 
is fungi. Stuffed mushrooms are a 
staple at Super Bowl parties. Adding 
whole mushrooms to accompany 
buffalo wings in buffalo sauce or 
adding sliced mushrooms to potato 
skins can be a tasty umami treat that 
will be a big hit at your event. Add 
all four of the above Fs together and 
you get the fifth F, which is fun.”

“With plant-based diets on the docket 
to continue their strength as a trend 
in 2020, suppliers should take note 
of how the Super Bowl spread as we 
know it is prime for a fresh produce 
takeover. While having an urge to 
indulge isn’t going to fade, we need 
to explore ways to showcase our 
fresh products as healthy—and more 
importantly—tasty, ingredients. The 
Super Bowl is one of those occasions 
where media and foodies are looking 
for unique ways to integrate fresh 
produce and think outside the tired 
chips and hot dog routine. Aside 
from the fresh celery found next to 
buffalo wings, we’re seeing media tell 
their readers how to implement fresh 
veggies into dips, like artichokes and 
cauliflower. Not to mention making 
veggies the star of the night, like 
meaty mushrooms as a substitute for 
traditional hamburger patties. The 
sky is the limit!”

“Planning Super Bowl snacks is as 
big of a deal as the game in our 
house, and while we try to mix it 
up year after year, there are some 
staples that never change. Fresh 
guacamole is a given, and we always 
make bacon-wrapped jalapeños. If 
there’s extra bacon, I will wrap dates 
to balance out the spicy flavors with 
sweetness. We always make a big 
green salad, too, keeping it simple 
with mixed greens, diced Piñata® 
apples, blue cheese, pecans, and a 
homemade citrus vinaigrette. Gosh, 
I’m getting hungry just thinking 
about what’s to come!”   

“Football season means that tomato 
season is back! Lipman’s Crimson™ 
proprietary round tomato offers 
juicy, homegrown taste with a center 
as red as its skin. These field-grown 
tomatoes are known for their slightly 
thicker outer shell, making them 
perfect to slice for burgers, sliders, 
and dips. One of my favorite Super 
Bowl snacks is Caprese tomato 
sliders, with fresh mozzarella, basil, 
a drizzle of balsamic, and juicy 
Crimson tomato slices all sandwiched 
between warm Hawaiian buns. Not 
sure if my Saints will be playing this 
year, but count on us to be serving 
Crimson tomatoes on Super Bowl 
Sunday.”

Mike O’Brien

Dan’l Mackey 
Almy

Brianna 
Shales

Darren 
Micelle

Vice President of Sales and 
Marketing, 

Monterey Mushrooms

President and CEO, 
DMA Solutions

Senior Marketing Manager, 
Stemilt Growers

COO, 
Lipman Family Farms
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“I look forward to Super Bowl Sunday 
for all the great food and great 
friends. It is also an ideal time as 
retailers transition from Thanksgiving 
and Christmas produce items and 
start focusing on great categories 
like mangos and avocados.   
 
This time of the year, everybody 
starts to eat healthy again (except for 
on Game Day) and these two staples 
for the game make great dishes from 
Avocado Mango Salsa to Mango 
Habanero Wings.”

Gary 
Clevenger

Managing Principal, 
Freska Produce International

“When it comes to Super Bowl 
Sunday snacks—simple, crisp, and 
fresh is what I strive for on the Big 
Game Day. Nothing else screams 
crisp and fresh more than the flavor 
of GR Fresh-grown mini sweet 
peppers with an added Italian touch. 
Slice peppers in half lengthwise, 
cook crumbled Italian sausage—hot 
or mild based on your preference—
olive oil, soft cream cheese, garlic 
powder, parsley, touch of salt and 
pepper, and, of course, Parmesan 
and Romano cheese. Then stuff to 
your heart’s content. Most people like 
them baked, but I love the natural 
cool, crisp, crunch with every bite. 
Trust me, they go fast, so don’t be 
shy about preparing a couple 16-oz 
bags...and go 49ers!”

Tony 
Incaviglia
Vice President of Sales and 

Marketing, 
GR Fresh

“A passion of mine is entertaining 
and cooking with friends and family 
during the football season, and 
definitely for Super Bowl.  A couple 
of staples on the menu for the 
Big Game are Prosciutto-stuffed 
mushrooms and Ahi Poke on top 
of smashed avocados with taro 
chips. It is always fun to take it up a 
notch and build a unique menu with 
non-traditional dishes. Retailers can 
really take advantage of this time 
of year to cross-merchandise items 
for the Big Game like potatoes with 
avocados and squash for a new take 
on nachos, potato salad, or a roasted 
vegetable dish as a palate cleanser.”

Anthony 
Innocenti

Co-Founder, 
LIV Organic Produce

“Super Bowl is one of my favorite 
gatherings of the year, with the 
exception of Thanksgiving. I love 
being surrounded by friends, 
family, food, and drinks. Growing 
up in California’s Imperial Valley 
surrounded by agriculture and great 
Mexican food, these were our two 
staples at the party, and we still 
carry on this tradition. Recognizing 
that veggies play a big role in my 
life, I may go a little overboard with 
the veggie trays—say with broccoli, 
cauliflower, carrots, cucumbers, 
radishes, celery, and bell peppers. 
The way I look at it, it offsets the 
guacamole and artichoke dip!”

Michele 
McNeece

National Director of Business 
Development,

 Ippolito
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Fill a large cocktail shaker with ice and liquids. Shake until well chilled. 

Strain and pour into a martini glass. 

To learn more about LIV Organic Produce, 
visit www.livorganicproduce.com

1
2

LIV ORGANIC RUBY STAR-GAZER MARTINI

Juice of 1 LIV Organic Star Ruby 
Grapefruit

Juice of 1 LIV Organic Navel Orange
4 oz vodka
1½ oz St. Germain liquer
Ice

Prep Time: 5 min
Servings: 2

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
LIV Organic Star 

Ruby Grapefruit and LIV 
Organic Navel Oranges
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For more information
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Sweet Sp  t
A s I enter December and 

begin to set up my 
Festivus pole and prepare 
for the Feats of Strength, 

there’s a part of me that is less than 
thrilled about the prospect of chilly 
days ahead. However, you can also 
look at the new year as a launchpad 
for another 365 days of innovation 
and forward momentum. Red Sun 
Farms is one who will emerge from 
2019 into a whole new decade filled 
with kaleidoscopic produce and 
initiatives set to elevate the entire 
industry. While there is no telling 
what the future will bring, Red Sun 
Farms continues to carve out a 
path that will cement its status as a 
company with an eye toward growth 
and a seemingly telepathic link to 
what consumers want. 

Red Sun Farms has successfully 
tapped into what drives shoppers’ 

purchases with its Sweet Family line 
of products. Made up of beautiful 
and unique produce, the Sweet 
Family line provides a wide range of 
applications and endless consumer 
appeal. Sweetpops, poppable tiny 
tomatoes; Sweetpeps, a colorful 
collection of sweet mini peppers; 
and Sweetpeaks, a versatile long 
pepper, are the products that make 
up the Sweet Family line, and each 
one offers something different for 
shoppers. 

“First, we hit the stores with 
Sweetpops—the ultimate snacking 
tomato. Its distinctive crunch 
and texture, combined with the 
perfect sweet-to-acid ratio and 
bite-sized proportion, pops in your 
mouth, releasing a burst of juicy-
sweet flavor that you can’t stop 
snacking on,” Leona Neill, Director 
of Marketing and Packaging, tells 

RED SUN FARMS

the
By Maggie Mead

Striking
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who is hosting a dinner party and is 
looking for a fun appetizer,” Leona 
suggests. “These products are 
very versatile, and that’s one of the 
characteristics that makes them so 
great.”

Health and convenience are two 
of the most important factors for 
cultivating repeat customers. If a 
shopper can have faith that a brand 
is both highly nutritional and on-the-
go friendly, they will be less likely 
to stray to other brands, because 
why would they need to? That brand 
awareness is as beneficial to retailers 
as it is to produce producers. When 
a shopper finds a brand they like 
and determines where they can get 
it, they’re going to keep coming 
back for more—to both the brand 
and the retailer. A grocery store 
that keeps Sweetpeps in stock, for 
example, will attract the product’s 
cult following—a collection of 
consumers all but guaranteed to 
consistently return to the source of 
their obsession.

The produce industry is not immune 
to the benefits and challenges that 
come with the Information Age. 
Companies have more avenues to 
reach consumers than ever before, 
but the drawback of a well-informed 
consumer? They tend to be more 
selective, for one, requiring produce 
purveyors to be both creative 
and clear in their marketing to 
communicate why their product is 
valuable, special, and why a shopper 
should buy it.  

“Our retail partners demand an 
increase in snacking and specialty 
varieties every year,” Leona 
comments. “Consumers are more 
educated and more health conscious 
than ever. Most are looking for 
healthy snack alternatives as well 
as a wide diversity of textures 
and flavors to liven up their menu. 
Healthy eating can be fun and 
delicious, and snacking and specialty 
varieties contribute to that.”

Of course, it doesn’t hurt to have 
a line of unique fruits and veggies 
that offer color, taste, and versatility. 
Sporting vibrant packaging and 
natural beauty, the Sweet Family 
line tempts consumers with an 
eye-catching display, not unlike a 
male peacock flashing its feathers 
to attract a mate. But what the 

me. “Then we introduced Sweetpeps. 
They are a 100 percent greenhouse-
grown mini pepper packed with 
flavor, crunch, and vivid colors. This 

year, we debuted Sweetpeaks, 
a long, sweet pepper that is 

perfect for either grilling or 
stuffing. Sweetpeaks are 

very versatile and crunchy 
with a sweet flavor 
profile that consumers 
will love.”

For retailers, 
consumers searching 
for inspiration on their 
plate can look to the 

Sweet Family line for 
veggies to add to their 

repertoire. With both 
flavor and appearance 

on lock, Red Sun Farms 
has positioned itself well in 

the category, exploring healthy 
varieties that are both snackable 

and cookable, as avenues for growth. 

“We all want our children to eat 
healthy and consume more 
fruits and vegetables. The Sweet 
Family appeals to a wide variety 
of individuals, from kids to young 
professionals on-the-go who want 
a tasty, healthy snack, or someone 

Above: Red Sun Farms 
signature Sweetpops snacking 

tomatoes developed a 
consumer cult following

Below: Greenhouse growing 
gives Red Sun Farms a leg up 

on sustainability initiatives 
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Sweet Family line flashes is a chance 
to step outside the norm, to step 
into a world of fresh flavors and 
possibilities. For Red Sun Farms, 
and Leona, that tempting outward 
appearance is supported by a 
backbone of quality and innovation. 

“The Sweet Family is comprised of 
products designed with the sole 
purpose of separating us from the 
everyday veggies,” she explains. “We 
wanted to create the ultimate flavor 
varieties and cement ourselves as 
leading innovators in this category. 
With these three products, we 
are showcasing our innovation as 
high-tech greenhouse growers and 
setting the bar in regard to flavor, 
texture, color, packaging, and 
marketing.”

Remember that well-informed 
consumer I was talking about 
before? Well, that glut of information 
prompts shoppers to reconsider not 
just the produce itself, but the entire 
growing and production system. 
Sustainability initiatives address 
changing consumer demands and 
drive forward innovation in the 
industry—a win-win, really. Red Sun 
Farms is actively ramping up its 
sustainability efforts, proving that 
the company refuses to fall behind 
the curve.

“We work closely with our 
packaging suppliers to develop new, 
sustainable options,” Leona tells me. 

“We are in the farming business and 
are industry leaders in sustainable 
agriculture, with environmental 
impact and sustainability at the 
top of our minds in everything we 
do. In these ways, we are always 
striving to find the best solutions for 
sustainability, product performance, 
and to meet our consumer 
demands.”

That claim is not just lip service—far 
from it. Red Sun Farms has already 
enacted several initiatives that have 
demonstrated enormous value. As 
a greenhouse grower, the company 
is already a step up when it comes 
to sustainable practices, which is as 
profitable as it is eco-friendly. In its 
growing operations, Red Sun Farms 
uses 95 percent less water than 
open-field agriculture and recycles 
all of it. Fertilizers not used by plant 
root systems are recycled as well. 
Red Sun Farms has demonstrated 
incredible initiative in its innovations 
as, Leona tells me, the company was 
the first to launch compostable fiber 
pints five years ago—a development 
that made waves in the industry.

The grower’s recently-released 
Sweetpeaks peppers have seen a 
robust response from consumers

100 percent greenhouse-
grown Sweetpeps are an 
exceptional sweet pepper 
with a rainbow of colors

“ With these three products, we are 
showcasing our innovation as high-
tech greenhouse growers and set ting 
the bar in regard to flavor, texture, 
color, packaging, and marketing.”

Leona Neill,
Director of Marketing
and Packaging, 
Red Sun Farms
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Greenhouse growing also provides 
the benefit of higher yields—one 
square yard of Red Sun Farms’ 
growing space can generate 10 to 15 
times more tomatoes than an open-
field farm can produce in the same 
area. These are the sort of results 
that make people sit up and take 
notice.

“The response from our retail and 
supply partners has been excellent. 
The industry understands the 
importance of these initiatives 
and is collectively working 
to identify options that will 
address the increase of recycled 
content, material reductions, and 
compostable solutions,” Leona 
says. “We are certainly going to 
see some unique technologies 
and advancements in the near 
future. Our next challenge will 
be commercialization and cost 
feasibility in the deployment of 
these new sustainable alternatives.”

Leona even gives me a taste of 
what’s to come in Red Sun Farms’ 
sustainability evolution. The grower 
is doubling down on recyclability, 
currently in the process of increasing 
the recycled content of its rigid 

plastics, and is also working with 
its package suppliers to seek out 
sustainable alternatives in plastics, 
films, and labels. Such endeavors 
continue to boost the grower’s value 
in the eyes of the consumer, and the 
combination of exceptional products 
and environmental awareness is sure 
to be a powerful concoction in the 
produce aisle. 

Red Sun Farms has made a name 
for itself as an industry leader on 
the cutting edge of innovation and 
a purveyor of vibrant, attention-
grabbing products. Achieving 
breakthroughs in varieties, 
packaging, marketing, and 
sustainability is what Red Sun 
Farms does best. Like a bouncing 
toddler, the grower refuses to sit 
still, and while the industry can find 
inspiration in Red Sun’s production 
and practices, consumers enjoy the 
fruits of its labor. Pops of flavor and 
technicolor peppers are the reason 
that shoppers fill their baskets with 
Red Sun Farms products time and 
time again—because when they 
do, the distinctive and wondrous 
produce is sure to bring a sweet 
smile to their lips.

Red Sun Farms’ greenhouses 
use 95 percent less water than 

open-field agriculture
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Shopping is my 
weakness—QVC 
is online and on 
TV. Everything I 
need is on the Q!

9

Such a guilty pleasure. My 
girlfriends and I have viewing 
parties every Monday—love 

the romance 
and drama!

2

CRYSTAL CHAVEZ
Marketing Coordinator, Gold Coast Packing

MY FAVORITE THINGS

Lending a helping hand to the industry has never been a question for this 
produce purveyor. She finds inspiration in every facet of her life—from 
vintage treasures to TV dramas. This quality makes for a fearless leader 

in the marketing realm. Here are a few more of her favorite things...

1
I’m a total 
dog mom! My 
Maltese Luna 
is my baby, and 
she’s spoiled 
rotten.”

7

Hallmark Movies

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

Luna

Fresh Produce 
to Kids

QVC Shopping

Los Angeles Dodgers

Vintage Housewares

6 Wine

Cooking/Baking

Bachelor/Bachelorette 
Franchise

We work with local non-profits on 
this. Watching them try new veggies 
is priceless!

I’ve been rooting for the “Boys in 
Blue” since I could talk! I bleed 
Blue, 100 percent!

3 I unwind by whipping things up 
in the kitchen like my mom and 
grandmas taught me!

 I love Milk Glass and Vintage 
Pyrex. They last forever and 

remind me of  cooking with 
Grandma.

4 6

I live in California 
Wine Country—I 
never turn down a 

winery trip.

Romantic, cheesy, 
and predictable, I 
love watching these 
movies, especially 
during the Holidays!

8

5

With Chandler James

“
”
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1

Justin Rowe
Produce Category Business Manager, Tops Friendly Markets

YEARS at Tops 
Friendly Markets:

20

FAVORITE 
PRODUCE ITEM: 

Apples

Years in Retail 
Grocery Industry: 

20

RAINIER® FRUIT CELEBRATES WHOLESOME HEROES
Wholesome Heroes 

represents individuals who are 
making a positive impact in their 
community through their work, 
volunteer efforts, or health and 

wellness initiatives.

WHAT MAKES Justin   
A WHOLESOME HERO? 

Justin is literally saving lives. About 
10 years ago, he joined his local 

volunteer fire department. Shortly 
after, he got involved with the 

ambulance team. He received his 
EMT certification six years ago 
and is now in his third term as 

Ambulance Captain. 65 percent 
of all fire departments in the 

U.S. rely on volunteers for fires 
and other emergencies, making 

those who volunteer their services 
extremely valuable members of their 

community.

getting Involved

Favorite Thing about working 
in the Produce industry1

2

3

4

5

6

What’s Next

Advice for Others

Finding Time

5
3 6

Special Moments

“There’s always a new challenge. 
Especially being in this position, 

whether it’s a weather-related issue or a 
shipping problem to solve, each day is 

different and interesting. Rarely do you 
live the same day twice.”

“I saw an ad in the local paper, and 
happened to know a guy at the fire 
department. Since I was physically 

able, I just jumped in. Right away, you 
feel the impact—the contribution that 
you’re able to make is pretty extreme. 

When you’re volunteering with any first 
responder agency, it’s easy to see your 

immediate impact.”

“With a wife, three school-age kids, and a 
full-time job, by far the biggest challenge 
is finding the time. Nobody really has the 
time—you have to make it. But beyond 
that, our biggest challenge is dwindling 
numbers. We’ve lost a number of medics 

to retirement and aging out. Finding 
young people to come in and volunteer 

can be really tough.”

“Whatever you can give, it’s enough. 
Whether it’s one night a month or one 

night a week, it’s enough. Whatever 
people can give is enough, and if we all 

give a little, we’ll be in great shape.”

“We’re putting a lot of effort into 
recruiting. The hope is that the 

department is still going strong when 
my kids are ready to be volunteer EMTs. 

We’re building a new state-of-the-art 
facility with a gym and other amenities 

to help attract a new generation of 
volunteers.”

“The most impactful thing is when 
we get a letter at the firehouse or 

ambulance company after a call. A 
week or two will go by and we’ll get 
a thank you card from someone we 
helped, or maybe a family member. 

None of us expect a ‘thank you’—that’s 
not why we do it. We understand that 
when we meet people, it’s usually the 
worst day of their life. We don’t get 

these letters often, and it’s really special 
when we do.”
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Tomorrow
Organic

JACOBS FARM DEL CABO

“When we step back to see where this operation is 
going, I see us continuing to build on the reasons 
we started this business in the first place.”

By
Kayla Webb

-Larry Jacobs, Founder, Jacobs Farm del Cabo

40

Jacobs Farm del Cabo’s 
Pescadero, California, 
location serves as the 
company’s home base

An



In retrospect, I’ve been using the 
phrase “down to earth” all wrong. 
It might be because the dictionary 
definition isn’t quite right. It’s 
lacking fresh dirt underneath 

its fingernails and a description of how 
sunlight filters through trees and a list of 
every shade of tomato, from seed to fruit. 
Because to be down to earth is not just to 
possess an aura of humility, practicality, 
and realism, but to be of the earth, for 
the earth, and with the earth—the 
unofficial vision of Jacobs Farm del Cabo.
 
The official mission of Jacobs Farm del 
Cabo is “healthy soils, healthy plants, 
healthy people,” which also serves as 
the grower cooperative’s spirit and key 
differentiator in an increasingly populous 
organic category. Because, while 
much of the industry is moving toward 
sustainable growing practices, Jacobs 
Farm del Cabo has long since seen no 
other way of producing food.
 

“Our goal of farming isn’t the bottom 
line, but taking care of people, the crops, 
and the earth. We are committed to this 
core mantra and believe in promoting 
health from the ground up, since organic 

farming is the best choice for farmers, 
their families, and all the lives we touch,” 
Sandra Belin tells me as we tour Jacobs 
Farm del Cabo’s Watsonville, California, 
greenhouse. “Healthy soil produces 
healthy crops, which in turn promotes 
healthy lives.”
 
Following a year ripe with rallying cries 
and picket lines demanding the earth be 
valued as a living, breathing being rather 
than something to profit off of, it seems 
obvious to stand by this core mantra. But 
what truly distinguishes Jacobs Farm del 
Cabo is not that it believes in this mantra 
so wholeheartedly, but that it practices 
what it preaches, and has been since 
1980—the year Sandra and her husband, 
Larry Jacobs, founded Jacobs Farm.
 
At its start, Jacobs Farm was but a small, 
organic, family farm—one of the first 
to be certified organic in California—
dedicated to growing fresh, high-
quality produce without damaging the 
environment. Five years later, however, 
after a trip to rural Baja, Mexico, Sandra 
and Larry added another division 
to their operations upon meeting 
a community of farmers who were 

Sandra Belin and Larry Jacobs founded Jacobs Farm in 1980
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struggling to make ends meet. By 1986, 
Sandra and Larry had helped launch the 
Del Cabo farming collective with eight 
farmers. Today, the partnership between 
Jacobs Farm and the Del Cabo growers 
provides over 1,200 farming families and 
their communities with environmentally 
sustainable economic operations.

“We started the Jacobs Farm division 
because there was a demand across 
multiple demographics for more 
alternative options to conventional 
growing practices,” Larry shares with 
me. “In fact, the paradigm of growing 
food in a way that promotes healthy 
soil for today’s consumers and future 
generations just makes sense.”

As Larry recounts their journey in a soft 
voice full of earnest passion, a bee flits 
toward Sandra—too close for comfort, 
in my opinion. Sandra, however, nudges 
it in a new direction and away from 
our conversation, with a quiet, “I think 
it likes the colors of our shirts.” At this 
moment, wrapped in the honey hues 
outpouring from Larry and Sandra, their 
compassion manifesting in an unbridled 
devotion to the natural world around 
them, I realize the glaring difference 
between “down to earth” on paper 
versus in practice—doubly reinforced as 
Larry continues his tale of Del Cabo.
 

“With the Del Cabo collective, we were 
focused on the people on this planet who 
work really hard, but who are just not in 
the right place to make a good living. Del 
Cabo helps connect these communities 
with good products and teaches them 
how to grow food in a way that’s healthy 
for them and the consumer,” Larry says. 

“Today, we look at Del Cabo—which has 
since extended to over 14 communities 
in Mexico, spanning the length of the 
Baja California Peninsula and into 
mainland Mexico—as a Latin American 
project, but really it can be done in any 
community in the world.”
 
Specifically, the company provides 
Del Cabo farmers training in organic 
growing, harvesting, and handling, in 
addition to start-up funds, farming 
technology, administrative training, and 
consistent distribution channels. On 
top of this, Sandra and Larry have built 
it into their business model to invest 
the value of their products into the 
communities their produce first came 
from—which harkens back to Sandra’s 
initial point about Jacobs Farm del 

Above: Makrut lime leaf, epazote, lemongrass, marjoram, 
sorrel, and Thai basil are all niche herbs Jacobs Farm del Cabo 
offers the retail market
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Cabo’s focus relying less on its bottom 
line and more on the community it grows 
and operates in, as well as the larger 
community (the world!) it feeds.
 
And what the grower collective is feeding 
this community is just as unique as the 
rest of Jacobs Farm del Cabo. As Sandra 
and Larry continue the tour, we stop 
in front of trees I can’t identify—the 
theme of the tour, really, as at this point, 
we’ve stopped in front of countless herbs 
I’ve only ever handled bottled. Sandra 
pulls a few leaves from the branches 
and motions for me to lift them to my 
nose. The fragrance is as bright as if I 
was holding an actual lime. I try to spot 
the citrus on the tree, but there are only 
more leaves.
 

“Makrut lime leaf,” Sandra supplies. 
“We’re one of the few growers that offers 
it.”
 
While Jacobs Farm del Cabo specializes 
in a wide variety of crops, its niche is 
the…well, niche categories, like that of 
the Makrut lime leaf. This has led the 
company to cultivate both popular and 
uncommon herbs and produce varieties 
alike, with unique ones like epazote, 
lemongrass, marjoram, sorrel, and Thai 
basil adding extra value to its offerings 
simply by setting the grower even further 
apart from traditional herb providers.
 

“We’re constantly open to anything. 
If a seed company has a funky new 
variety, they know we’re always looking 
for new flavors and better quality in 
any category,” Larry notes. “And our 
relationship between our California and 
Mexico growers allows us to provide 
our customers with consistently fresh 
products year-round.”  

That’s not to say, however, that Jacobs 
Farm del Cabo doesn’t hold its own in a 
few of the industry’s biggest categories. 
On top of being leaders for frontrunner 
product categories like organic cherry 
tomatoes and basil, the grower stays 
competitive in the market by producing 
several varieties of tomatoes, peppers, 
and squash, in addition to other 
vegetables. 
 
Thus far on the tour, I’ve gathered that 
Sandra and Larry are to farming as a 
tomato is to a vine, but when I verify 
their backgrounds with them—seeing no 
other possibility than the two growing 
up in the ag community—both are quick 
to reveal their journey to produce wasn’t 
exactly cut and dry. 
 

“Larry’s family has some background 
in farming citrus. My dad farmed with 
horses when he was younger,” Sandra 
starts before Larry muses: “Everyone’s 
family has some kind of agricultural 
background. I don’t think we were 
influenced by it, though. We grew up 
in an era where there was less focus on 
what you wanted to do. There was more 
serendipity.”
 
Sandra adds that Larry does have a 
background in soil—which later became 
a foundation of Jacobs Farm del Cabo’s 
mission—while her background is people 
and development. 

Left: Larry Jacobs’ 
background is in soil, 
covering the basis for 
the “healthy soils” part of 
Jacobs Farm del Cabo’s 
mission

Above: Jacobs Farm del Cabo adds value 
to its product line by cultivating popular 
and uncommon herbs and vegetable 
varieties

Left: Jacobs Farm del Cabo has long 
since seen no other way of producing 
food than sustainably
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“We actually met while working on a 
farm, but at the time we didn’t know 
we were going to end up running our 
own. Jacobs Farm del Cabo really 
started because we felt a pull,” she 
reflects. “There was a ‘back to the land’ 
movement in the late ’70s and early ’80s 
in which young, urban, college-educated 
people were looking for something to do 
that was more connected to the land.”
 
A “back to the land” movement that 
Sandra insists is entering a new cycle 
with the next generation—which 
doesn’t seem that far off of a prediction, 
considering the frequency at which 
more and more are answering the call of 
the wild and lending their compassion 
to the earth. And as the sustainability 
movement continues to rise, Larry and 
Sandra both confirm that they’ll keep on 
keeping on with what Jacobs Farm del 
Cabo has always done.
 

“When we step back to see where this 
operation is going, I see us continuing 
to build on the reasons we started 
this business in the first place,” Larry 
concludes. “In the beginning, Jacobs 
Farm del Cabo was really set up along 
the lines of a nonprofit to look at how 
you can change income levels for people 
who don’t have any money. Today, and 
as we continue forward, we want to build 
on this while really drilling down into 
reducing plastic, optimizing our energy 
and water use, and considering our 
impact and how we can get more money 
to the people who make the least.”  
 
At that, I have no further questions—
what more can you ask when the answer 
is so simple: to be of the earth, for the 
earth, and with the earth, now until 
forever. 

As Sandra and Larry wander away into 
the greenhouse and out to the fields to 
finish their day, I make my way back 
through the overcast of Santa Cruz 
County with one thing in mind: Jacobs 
Farm del Cabo may have taken the road 
less traveled, but when Sandra and Larry 
leave this world behind, what will remain 
in their wake will be a legacy.

Jacobs Farm del Cabo stays competitive 
in major organic categories like 

tomatoes, peppers, and squash, in 
addition to other vegetables

“Our goal of farming 
isn’t the ‘bottom line,’ 

but taking care of 
people, the crops, 

and the earth.”
-Sandra Belin, Founder, 
Jacobs Farm del Cabo
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Shaped
History

Veg-Fresh Farms Celebrates 30 Years
By Melissa De Leon

By

VEG-FRESH FARMS

Left to right: Dino Cancellieri, Jr., 
Clay Widder, Randy Cancellieri, Mark 

Widder, and Dino Cancellieri, Sr.

businesses. Now, Veg-Fresh Farms has added 
a new dimension to these concepts that I 
thought were booked and ready to be put on 
the shelf until learning of the team’s story.  

“Beyond the direct family members, every 
single employee at Veg-Fresh is also 
considered extended family; such that many of 
the staff members also have direct family now 
working at Veg-Fresh Farms.” Dino Cancellieri, 

oes knowing your past help to see your 
future? Fresh produce, and farming as a 
whole, is no stranger to tying family and 

business together. Blending the two worlds 
as one always brings a familiarity, a passion, 
and a thirst to not only uphold a legacy, but to 
expand upon it. 

These I have come to know as the inevitable 
truths of family-owned and family-grown 

D
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Left: Randy Cancellieri and Dino 
Cancellieri, Jr. discuss business 
matters
Below: Veg-Fresh Baby Heirloom 
Tomatoes 
Bottom: Mark Widder, General 
Partner, began Veg-Fresh along-
side Dino Cancellieri, Sr.

Jr., Partner at Veg-Fresh Farms, is a 
living testament to his own words. 

As the eldest son of one of the 
company’s founding members, 
Dino Cancellieri, Sr., he learned 
every facet of the company—
distribution solutions, new business 
development, marketing, and more—
while growing up in the business 
firsthand. He became an official 
employee there when he was a 
teenager.

Now, cousins and siblings make up 
the next generation of leadership 
as well as those that work there—all 
considered kith and kin. Beyond 
each employee, every hand involved 
in ensuring the company’s products 
are the freshest for consumers is a 
part of the family tree as well. As 
a result, Veg-Fresh has a tight-knit 
network of partners that help ensure 
minimal to no gaps in its business.

“Long-term relationships with 
regional partners allow us to ship 
out of produce facilities that are 
closer to the end user. The result 
is a fresher product and on-time 
delivery,” Dino, Jr. shares. “We have 
built a network of professionals that 
services 50 distribution centers in 
36 states for over a dozen national 
quick-service concepts, regional and 
national retail distributers, across 
the United States, and we have 
vertically aligned partnerships with 
our growers.”

Sourcing globally has allowed 
Veg-Fresh to offer consistent 
year-round supply when crops are 
short or gapping, standing by a 
proven track record of not just the 
superior customer service and on-
time deliveries that come with the 
relationships Dino, Jr. speaks of, but 
also consistent high quality in fresh 
produce offerings.

It’s this sort of rooted reach that 
makes me assume Dino, Jr.’s family 
started the business a century 
ago. But while his family has been 
producing for around that length of 
time, Veg-Fresh itself is actually only 
celebrating its 30th birthday this year.

“My dad first started in the produce 
industry in the late 1960s, working 
for his father’s wholesale produce 
company, Potato Sales, on the Los 
Angeles Terminal Market. Eventually, 
he became the General Manager,” 
Dino, Jr. explains, adding that his 
father’s cousin, Mark Widder, began 
working in the produce industry 
alongside him as a teenager—just 
as Dino, Jr. himself did a generation 
later, past and future running side by 
side.

“Mark spent his first ten years 
learning the business as a salesman 
at Potato Sales and, in 1989, the two 
cousins, along with Mark Resnikoff, 
opened Veg-Fresh Farms in Covina, 
California,” he shares. 
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Starting off as a tomato and onion 
repacking and distribution business 
with a modest 30 employees, it 
seems impossible that this was all 
a few decades ago—the blink of an 
eye in this industry.

Yet, over the next 30 years, the 
company grew in every way possible. 
Dino, Sr.’s three sons joined the 
business—Dino, Jr., Randy, and 
Adam—before ultimately becoming 
partners themselves. In the last 10 
years, Mark’s son, daughter, and 
son-in-law joined the family business, 
adding on to the growing family 
legacy.

That legacy, and the extended 
family Dino, Jr. and I previously 
touched on, now encompasses over 
300 employees, not to mention its 
growing network, retail partners, 
and the community it serves. 

The company is now in Corona, 
California, with a 189,000-square-
foot facility that endeavors to serve 
its neighbors in every way possible, 
from what it produces to what it 
uses.

“Sharing healthy fresh fruits and 
vegetables with community 
organizations that help feed those 
in need is a top priority for us,” 
Monique McLaws, Marketing, says. 

“Veg-Fresh Farms donates over 
40,000 pounds of fresh produce 
to our local charities each month 
because we believe fresh fruits and 
vegetables are vital for delivering 
all the vitamins and nutrients for a 
healthy body.”

Additionally, the team reduced its 
daily dependency on electricity by 
50 percent by installing over 4,300 
solar panels—enough to power 325 
houses in Southern California. Within 
25 years it will reduce CO2 emissions 
(the leading greenhouse gas) by 
42,000 tons.

As solar continues to become 
more of a necessity than a perk 
in our industry, it can be hard to 
remember the power of what it is 
and its effects. Sitting down with the 
Veg-Fresh team helped revitalize my 
viewpoint of this technology that so 
many of us take advantage of. It is, 
quite literally, harnessing the power 
of the sun.

“Over half of Veg-Fresh Farms’ 

Above: Veg-Fresh Sweet Cherry 
Tomatoes go perfecly in any salad 
Left: Mark Widder and his son-
in-law, Jim Robertson, pose in a 
warehouse
Below: Group shot of the Veg-
Fresh team
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fleet is powered by clean-burning 
natural gas, thus reducing our 
carbon emissions,” Monique shares. 

“Protecting and using resources 
responsibly helps us achieve our 
goals of less energy consumption, 
reducing carbon emissions and 
producing less landfill waste.”

Now, the team is in the process of 
becoming SQF Level 2 certified, 
taking it beyond the fundamentals 
of food safety to what is also known 
as the Certified HACCP-Based Food 
Safety Plan and adding Hazard 
Analysis and Critical Control Points 
(HACCP) risk assessment and 
implementation.

It’s hard to imagine, with so much 
growth in so little time, that there 
weren’t challenges or roadblocks to 

overcome. When I wonder this aloud, 
Dino, Jr. assures me that the growth 
spurts themselves were something 
to overcome in all the best ways.

“Rapid expansion is a blessing, 
but always comes with its own 
challenges. One of the challenges 
that Veg-Fresh had to overcome 
was adapting to its rapidly growing 
production,” he says, explaining the 
decision-making for moves such as 
expanding from its original Covina 
warehouse into a 94,000-square-
foot facility in Anaheim, California, 
just eight years after opening. 

It was a crossroads in which 
the team let its commitment to 
customers guide it by embracing 
growth that, in produce terms, may 
as well have taken place overnight.

Another challenge Veg-Fresh had to 
face was the ever-present demand 
to innovate.

“We had to have an innovative 
operations team to continue 
providing our customers with the 
best service and packaging options 
with trending technology changes,” 
Dino, Jr. recalls, adding it continues 
to this day. “On the organics side, 
it can be challenging to establish 
consistent year-round programs, but 
thanks to our great relationships 
with our growers and partners, 

we have been able to excel in the 
organic category.”

And it continues to evolve in every 
capacity, both in what it offers and 
in its physical presence. 

“We can see continued growth in 
the organic commodity sector, as 
well as the conventional, through 
our brands Veg-Fresh Farms, Good-
Life Organic™, and Crystal Cove 
Berries,” Monique adds. “Our team 
has also grown tremendously, and 
will continue to do so. We are always 
looking to reinforce our sales and 
marketing teams with key players 
who specialize in commodity 
knowledge.”

The beauty in the practices, the 
facilities, and the output of Veg-
Fresh Farms brings me back to that 
burning question of past and future. 
These components aren’t just a 
reflection of the company—they are 
a foretelling of its next generation. 
And as they move into the roles 
their parents and predecessors have 
prepared them for, I’m sure the next 
30 years, too, will pass in the blink of 
an eye.

“We have built a network of 
professionals that services 50 

distribution centers in 36 states 
for over a dozen national quick-
service concepts, regional and 

national retail distributers, across 
the United States, and we have 
vertically aligned partnerships 

with our growers.”

Dino Cancellieri, Jr. 
General Partner, 
Veg-Fresh Farms

Left: Clay Widder of National Sales is hard at work at his desk
Below: Veg-Fresh’s strawberries add sweetness to any boring salad
Bottom: Gold Grape Tomatoes  packaging comes with a resealable top
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When it comes to 
asking the question, 

“Do you want more 
variety in your fruit 

and vegetable aisle?”, the answer 
should be a resounding, “Yes!” If 
you are New York Apple Sales, 
then you take that response one 
step further with the launch of 
a new and unique brand: Yes! 
Apples™.

With fresh packaging and a new 
look, ever-popular varieties such 

A Closer Look at
New York Apple Sales 
Yes! Apples™

By Jordan Okumura

as Honeycrisp, Gala, Fuji, McIntosh, 
Pink Lady, and Red Delicious will 
be dressed to impress and catching 
the eyes of consumers to drive 
traffic through the produce aisle. 
The vision behind the brand is 
the result of extensive consumer 
research, market analysis, customer 
focus groups, and panels to help 
identify the best messaging to 
influence buying decisions.

New York Apple Sales will be 
the exclusive distributor of Yes! 

Apples. The contemporary design 
is both bold and easy on the eyes 
as it seeks to shape and respond 
to the habits and preferences of 
today’s consumers. As a family- 
and woman-owned business, the 
packaging seemed a perfect place 
in which to carry that message. 

The detailed and intricate 
design will truly set it apart as 
both flavorful and artistic as it 
differentiates itself in the fresh 
produce department.

THESNACK.NET / 51

OFF THE SHELF

CLOSE



IN FRESH CONVENIENCE
By  Melissa De Leon

A NEW

PETE’S
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we were to paint a 
timeline spanning 
the last 20 years, 
reaching from the 
early inceptions 
of convenience to 
today’s offerings, I 
would likely begin 
with Lunchables—

the packaged, ready-to-assemble 
meal that became the envy of kids 
in the cafeteria still eating peanut 
butter and jelly sandwiches. 

Meal kits brought that same 
construct-with-convenience 
component, but with the 
identifiable—dare I say, real?—foods 
that Lunchables and other pre-
packed successors lacked. This new 
option streamlined the family dinner 
and helped give home-cooked meals 
back to dual income households, 
bringing another layer to the ease 
consumers have come to love in 
their food choices. So where do we 
go from here? 

“At the end of the day, our goal is to 
bring products to market that meet 
our retail partners’ needs in terms 

of what their shoppers are looking 
for. In this case, we know consumers 
are looking for quick, easy meals 
that also feature fresh produce 
and other clean ingredients,” Brian 
Cook, President of Pete’s, tells me 
as we discuss something completely 
new, innovative, and an answer to 
the gap left by the above timeline. 

“We believe that ‘quick and easy’ 
does not have to be synonymous 
with ‘artificial, full of preservatives, 
and overly processed.’ We are 
giving time-pressed consumers 
an alternative that has never really 
been offered before, which we 
believe will raise the bar. Quick and 
easy meals, plus fresh and premium 
ingredients, with recipes inspired by 
chefs in the foodservice world—the 
result is a total game changer in the 
retail space.”

The words might seem bold, but 
the taste buds don’t lie. I remember 
stepping onto the Fresh Produce 
and Floral Council’s show floor 
last June only to see a gathering 
of curious attendees vying for 
samples of a new concept in fresh 
convenience: Butter Stuffers. 

The Southwest Style Chicken is one of several flavors being launched in Pete’s new Butter Stuffers line

“We believe our hydroponically 
greenhouse-grown lettuce 
comes without limits. That’s why 
we’ve created a range of chef-
inspired, ready-to-wrap meals 
incorporating premium, fresh, and 
clean ingredients. Thanks to Pete’s, 
consumers can now conquer their 
next meal single-handedly just in 
time for their 2020 New Year’s 
resolutions and beyond!” Brian 
smiles.

Each Butter Stuffer kit features a 
full-sized Pete’s Butter Lettuce head 
with 12 usable leaves, 100 percent 
natural, white meat chicken with no 
antibiotics, and clean Organic Hak’s 
Brand dressings and sauces. Any 
one of the three available products 
delivers nearly 50 grams of protein, 
can be assembled in minutes, and 
can be enjoyed warm or cold.

“Ready-made meals have really 
started to take off as of late, likely 
due to the fact that, at 4:00 p.m. 
each weekday, 80 percent of U.S. 
consumers don’t know what they 
are going to serve for that evening’s 
dinner, according to Nielsen. Ready-
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made meals are often purchased as 
impulse buys when time-pressed 
consumers don’t have a plan for 
dinner and need a convenient 
solution,” Brian explains. “The clear 
benefit of ready-made meals for 
time-sensitive consumers is that 
they simply need to heat the meals 
or mix some ingredients, but no 
actual cooking is required. At the 
same time, our employees were 
bringing ‘inclusions’ from home and 
grabbing a butter lettuce head to 
whip up quick, easy, healthy lettuce 
wraps for lunch at the office.” 

We laugh when I mention that I have 
been guilty of the very same move, 
swapping out bread and tortillas for 
the leafy but sturdy alternatives that 
give my plate a pop of color. 

Brian agrees with that last point 
especially, attributing it to lettuce 
wraps having enjoyed rising 
popularity as a trendy menu item 
around the country.

“And chef-inspired meals at retail 
are also on the rise,” he adds. “A 
combination of all of these 
observations and trends led us to 
the idea of Butter Stuffers—quick, 
easy, chef-inspired, ready-made 
meals featuring our very own Pete’s 
butter lettuce that consumers can 
use to create their very own lettuce 
wraps, whether in the office for 
lunch or at home for dinner.”

To me, it’s Lunchables all grown 
up. But with a name like “Butter 
Stuffers” and kids’ inclination to do 
as they see, I can see this moving 
very quickly from Mom’s and Dad’s 
lunchbox to the next generation of 
consumers. And when I think of the 
target audience, I always have to 
ask about the packaging and those 
behind its direction.

Butter Stuffers provide an on-the-go option for busy consumers still 
looking for beautiful, healthy, fresh meals

Ready-made meals have really started to take off as of late likely due to the fact 
that, at 4:00 p.m. each weekday, 80 percent of U.S. consumers don’t know what 
they are going to serve for that evening’s dinner, according to Nielsen. Ready-

made meals are often purchased as impulse buys when time-pressed consumers 
don’t have a plan for dinner and need a convenient solution. The clear benefit of 
ready-made meals for time-sensitive consumers is that they simply need to heat 

the meals or mix some ingredients, but no actual cooking is required.

– Brian Cook
PRESIDENT, PETE’S
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“Given the premium nature of the 
ingredients within the package, we 
worked hard to create a custom 
package for Butter Stuffers that felt 
just as premium while also allowing 
our beautiful green butter lettuce 
and all of the other fresh ingredients 
to be showcased,” Brian shares. “The 
package and corresponding band 
are designed to be a bit disruptive, 
piquing shoppers’ interest and 
encouraging them to pick up the 
package and examine all of the 
wonderful goodness inside.” 

The package itself has three 
separate, distinct compartments—
one that houses and protects 
the butter lettuce, one for all the 
inclusions and toppings, and one 
that holds and showcases the high-
quality, premium chicken each kit 
offers.

“As for the concept, true to our 
nature, the launch of Butter Stuffers 
would not have been possible 
without a really amazing team 
working diligently behind it,” Brian 
emphasizes, sharing that while he 
was deeply involved every step of 
the way, Corrie Hutchens, who heads 
up all-things marketing for Pete’s, 

and Baltazar Garcia, Pete’s Director 
of Sales, were right there alongside 
him. “Corrie helped shape the Butter 
Stuffers idea into an actual product, 
while Baltazar was critical in getting 
news of our product out there to 
retailers. Our finance and purchasing 
team members also played key roles 
in bringing this product to fruition. 
So, it was very much a team effort.”

Those efforts were noticed and 
repaid in interest at the product 
line’s soft reveal last summer and 
will no doubt be recognized in kind 
when they hit stores in January of 
2020. 

As for the company behind this 
exciting new option for fresh, Brian 
assures me it is just the beginning.

“Our messaging and visions will 
continue to be what they always 
have been: Everything we do, we 
do for the greater good—and for 
the greater good of greens, too!” he 
says. “Our mission has always been 
to make the best tasting, longest 
lasting, most sustainable greens on 
Earth so people can live healthier 
lives starting with the food on their 
plate. As such, we believe we can 

A next step in today’s meal kit evolution, Butter Stuffers are a product that Pete’s President, Brian Cook, says will 
change the game

make the world a greener place from 
both a nutritional and environmental 
standpoint. Butter Stuffers is just 
one more product in our portfolio 
that will allow us to do that.”

Brian and I sit with this thought, and 
with the realization that even in this 
tech-fueled, convenience-driven 
market, it is the simplest things that 
go unnoticed and receive the most 
appreciation. 

Answering a question consumers 
didn’t yet know to ask, Butter 
Stuffers may be one small step for 
Pete’s overall goal, but it could be a 
giant leap for packaged produce.
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e all crave diversity in 
our lives, even if we 
don’t realize it. At holiday 

dinners, do we eat only 
ham? Heck no! We want 

the stuffing, the green beans, the 
potatoes, the pie, and then a 
lengthy nap. Regardless of whether 
your holiday feasts resemble mine, 
you get the point—diversity is what 
keeps people interested. In produce, 
diversity factors into more than just 
food; with an ever-expanding global 
supply chain, new growing regions 
are emerging, and those resisting 
that international mindset will find 
themselves losing out on what the 
rest of the world has to offer. For 
Wilson Produce, this ethos is in 
its very DNA, as evidenced by its 
binational, bicultural heritage.

There are many players in the 
produce industry, but not all of 
them have familial roots that stretch 
all the way back to their origins. 
Since the era of the Lindy Hop, 
Wilson Produce has spent four 

generations perfecting its business 
and operations, securing a strong 
foundation and building its way 
up to a well-respected presence 
in the industry. Its name may have 
changed over the years, but the 
company’s sense of tradition and 
quality has held true.

“We started as farmers. In the early 
1900s, James C. Wilson moved 
from the U.S. to Mexico, where 
he met his wife, Esther Alcalde, in 
Sinaloa, and in 1936 started farming 
in Estación Bamoa, Sinaloa. In 1965, 
after serving in the Korean War, 
their son, James K. Wilson, founded 
the Southwest Produce Company 
in Nogales, Arizona, as an importer-
distributor for the family farm,” 
Owner Alicia Martin, tells me. “We 
partnered with cousins of ours for a 
few years in the mid-90s as Wilson-
Bátiz, but returned to our roots in 
2007 to become Wilson Produce, 
the distribution company that we 
are today.”

Pep

WILSON PRODUCE

Together

Birds of  a 
Feather
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Wilson Produce’s Owner, Alicia Martin, 
and CEO, Chris Martin

BY    MAGGIE MEAD



For Wilson Produce, “it’s a family 
affair” isn’t just a Sly and the 
Family Stone lyric, but a way of life. 
And while the family connections 
that run deep throughout the 
company are part of what makes 
Wilson Produce so unique, a new 
distinction has emerged to position 
the grower as a cut above the 
rest—female leadership. Alicia takes 
pride in her ownership position in 
the company and recognizes how 
her status fits into the industry’s 
ongoing narrative around gender 
parity.

“The challenge is to be seen as equal 
and to be taken seriously,” she says. 

“In my experience, all of our growers 
are men and, sometimes, that can 
be challenging, especially when 
you have a situation that needs to 
be worked through. So, staying the 
course and not being intimidated 
can be stressful. I hope that, with 
more women in the industry, the 
dynamics will shift to seeing each 
other for who we are, not what we 
are, or what we might represent.”

Alicia knows firsthand the 
challenges that women in the 
produce industry face. Our industry 
is full of dedicated individuals 
who care about the land and the 
produce it generates. Wandering 
show floors full of industry pros, 

you would be hard-pressed to run 
into individuals with a perma-blasé 
attitude. Such passion can be a 
double-edged sword, however, as it 
can be all too easy to let work creep 
into our “off hours.” For women, 
this balance can be even more 
precarious, as we try to live up to all 
that is expected of us.

“Most of the women I know have to 
balance work and family. Some days, 
it’s hard to find the hours to get it 
all done: work, take care of your 
home, make dinner, be available 
to your family, and find time for 
yourself! As an owner, it is even 
more challenging because work is 
with you 24/7,” Alicia admits.

It all ties back to diversity and how 
Wilson Produce has evolved to 
identify the unique peculiarities that 

makes it so special. Operating on 
both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border, 
Wilson Produce is a vertically-
integrated produce distribution 
company with a unique connection 
to farmers. As a grower itself, the 
company is intimately familiar with 
the challenges that farmers face. 
With generations of experience 
at its back, Wilson Produce has 
the technique down, and can now 
focus on expanding its portfolio of 
produce offerings.

“Our whole approach to agriculture 
has really developed in a big way 
over the last few years. We are 
taking more of a systems approach 
in just about all that we do, 
examining the inputs and outputs, 
and working toward greater 
efficiencies throughout our value 
chain,” Alicia explains. “Despite 
the success we have had with the 
mini sweet pepper, we recognize 
the need to diversify our portfolio. 
So, for instance, this season you 
can expect to see our Persian/
mini cucumbers, green beans, and 
squash.”

Though Wilson Produce is steadily 
growing its collection of healthy, 
snack-friendly fare, there is one 
standout veg—the mini sweet 
pepper. Once considered a specialty 
item, the mini sweet pepper used to 
have a bad rep; consumers thought 
the precious peps were expensive, 
hot, and prone to spoilage. Of 
course, nothing could be further 
from the truth.

“The mini sweet pepper is no longer 
a specialty item,” Alicia asserts. 

“People have noticed that it is more 
convenient, less wasteful, and that 
the variety of colors is aesthetically 
pleasing. Besides, who wants to 
leave halves of unprepared bell 
peppers in the fridge?”Wilson Produce has been making waves in 

the pepper category with its sweet, colorful 
additions

“In considering the health 
aspects and snackability of the 
mini sweet pepper, we developed 
the ‘Mighty’ brand, which we 
have extended to include with 
various other products.”
        — Alicia Martin, Owner, Wilson Produce
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The mini sweet pepper program was 
co-developed with Wilson Produce’s 
seed partner, Enza Zaden/Vitalis, 
a third-generation, family-owned 
Dutch company. Wilson Produce 
has exclusively grown Enza’s mini 
sweet pepper varieties since the 
very beginning. Now, the company 
is in its fifth season of developing 
new varieties with unique attributes 
that will better fit with the locations 
and ways Wilson Produce grows. 
But again, the company’s mini sweet 
pepper program was not an instant 
hit. 

“We began with a fairly small trial at 
our farm where we struggled to sell 
a few boxes at a time. But we saw 
the potential, quickly fell in love with 
the product, and gradually scaled 
up production and distribution, 
establishing the product in the U.S. 
marketplace,” Alicia explains. “Early 
on, we emphasized the name of our 
company on the bags of mini sweet 
peppers, but we soon realized 
that many people thought that the 
mini sweet peppers were spicy. 
So we shifted gears and began to 
emphasize the flavor experience 
of the product, and that’s why 
you see ‘sweet’ in large letters. In 
considering the health aspects 
and snackability of the mini sweet 
pepper, we developed the ‘Mighty’ 
brand, which we have extended to 
include various other products.”

As the industry trends toward 
consolidation, private labels, and 
less plastic packaging, growers 
and distributors find themselves 
competing in a marketplace 
increasingly dominated by 
commodities, and Wilson Produce 
is no exception. But the company 
has still kept up its competitive 
edge, offering products that stand 
out in terms of quality, shelf-life, and 
sustainability.

There’s that word again—
sustainability. More than a flash-
in-the-pan trend, sustainability 
and eco-friendly practices are a 
full-blown movement and a golden 
opportunity to push the industry’s 
profitability to new heights. Alicia 
tells me this new industry direction 
plays out in Wilson Produce’s fields 
in the form of innovative agricultural 
practices.

“As farmers, we are faced with the 
challenge of sustainably feeding 
an increasing global population 
while using fewer resources and 
being exposed to the effects of 
climate change,” she says. “Our 
goal is to be part of the solutions 
to those challenges, whether 
that’s through more efficient drip 
irrigation systems, more precise 
fertilization techniques, integrated 
pest management, or various 
systems based around the concept 
of circular economy, such as 
composting and vermi-composting.”

“Our whole 
approach to 

agriculture has 
really developed 

in a big way 
over the last 

few years. We 
are taking more 

of a systems 
approach in just 
about all that we 

do, examining 
the inputs 

and outputs, 
and working 

toward greater 
efficiencies 

throughout our 
value chain.” 

Left to right: Scott Kosnik, Margie Kosnik, 
Alejandro Carranza, Alicia Martin, and Chris 
Martin
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The idea of a circular economy 
struck a chord with me. A system 
in which resources are reused and 
waste is recycled, without a drop in 
revenue, is something that benefits 
and transforms the entire industry. 
The circular system concept has 
informed the evolution of Wilson 
Produce, setting a definitive 
sustainability goal and opening the 
company up to new opportunities. 

“Quite possibly our biggest 
development has been the 
transition of both of our own farms 
to soil-based organic agriculture. 
And, to take that a step further, 
regenerative organic agriculture, 
where we work to minimize our 
use of external commercial inputs 
while increasing the productivity 
of our growing systems, has been 
a significant development as 
well,” Alicia adds. “We achieve 
this through a highly-integrated 
systems approach starting with the 
microbiology of our soil and going 
all the way to the renewable energy 
systems within our distribution 
network.”

But in produce, as in other 
industries, it all comes down to the 
oft-elusive customer. For Wilson 
Produce, chasing the consumer 
is more than chasing profits, 
it’s a way to contribute to the 
nutritional evolution of the entire 
world. Educating the consumer is 
important because we are, after 
all, the produce experts—how 

many people on the street can 
name more than five varieties in a 
single category? A better-informed 
customer is a powerful presence in 
the produce department, as more 
knowledge leads to more purchases. 
But education should come from 
more than just growers; retailers 
are an invaluable ally when it comes 
to reaching the common folk 
wandering the aisles.

“Retailers should really be working 
on reconnecting people with 
their food—real food, that is. And 
education is key,” Alicia explains. 

“Educating their clients on how their 
produce is grown, what food safety 
and social responsibility standards 
are required of their suppliers, how 
to prepare healthy, affordable 
dishes at home, and how the food 
that they are selling is medicine for 
society and for the environment.”

As my conversation with Alicia came 
to a close, my mind drifts, again, to 
diversity. What pops into my head 
used to be category varieties, but 
now my eyes have been opened to 
a whole world of possibilities and 
applications for diversity in business 
practices. A child of two nations, 
Wilson Produce saw this value from 
the very start, and subsequently 
evolved into an open-minded 
and multi-faceted company that 
tests new produce varieties and 
sustainability techniques to solidify 
this sense of diversity. It is, after all, 
the spice of life.

Top: Chris Martin in a warehouse Middle: Elias Rodriguez, Oper-
ations and Food Safety Manager, with some of Wilson Produce’s 
products Bottom: Alicia Martin and Margie Kosnik, Sales, bag 
some of Wilson Produce’s premium peppers

“As farmers, we are faced with the 
challenge of sustainably feeding 
an increasing global population 

while using fewer resources and 
being exposed to the effects of 

climate change.”  
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Whoever started the 
phrase “like a kid 
in a candy store” 
has never seen me 

open up a case of Honeybear 
Brands’ Cubbies pouch bags. 
Marketed toward parents looking 
to please their small but savvy 
snackers, these vibrant offerings 
were such a hit that the company 
decided to widen its approach 
with additional varieties. 
Personally, I’m a sucker for the 
Fuji Apple Cubbies. One look at 
that dreamy blue backdrop and 
I was sold. Not to mention that 
the goodies inside are even more 
tempting!

In addition to Fuji, Honeybear 
offers up four other categories 
in the Cubbies packs, each 
represented by their own crisp 
color: red for Gala, green for 
Granny Smith, pink for Pink Lady, 
and yellow for Honeycrisp. The 
Cubbies first rolled out in 2 lb 
packs of Honeycrisp apples. Due 
to their success, Honeybear 
created new offerings of all other 
varieties in 3 lb Cubbies.

Along with the release of its 
Cubbies, the company also 
launched new packaging for its 
organic offerings that follow this 
color scheme. Finished off with 
the brand’s iconic brown bear 
chomping down on a bright red 
apple, all of the new packaging 
options are sure to lure in 
shoppers with their aesthetic 
alone. However, once a consumer 
takes their first bite of the 
Honeybear Brand apples nestled 
inside, there’s no doubt that they 
will be back for more.

A Closer Look at 
Honeybear Brands Fuji 
Apple Cubbies
By Chandler James

CLOSE
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Move oven rack to second-highest position and preheat oven to broil, then 
line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

Place sliced baguette on parchment-lined baking sheet and drizzle with olive 
oil. Place under the broiler for 3-5 minutes or until lightly toasted. 

Combine black olive tapenade and capers and set aside.

Remove sheet from the oven and rub each slice with fresh garlic. 

Spread each piece evenly with goat cheese. Top with whole cherry tomatoes, 
dividing evenly between the sliced bread. 

Scatter black olive tapenade mixture around tomatoes and place back in the 
oven to broil for another 5 minutes or until tomatoes start to split. Remove 
from the oven and place on a serving platter (or breadboard for longer pieces).  

Drizzle with more olive oil, chopped basil, and cracked pepper.

To learn more about Mucci Farms, visit www.muccifarms.com

1

2

3
4
5

6

7

MUCCI FARMS CHERTO TOMATO BRUSCHETTA

2 cups fresh Mucci Farms Cherto 
Gourmet Cherry Tomatoes

15 fresh Mucci Farms Naked Leaf Living 
Basil leaves, rolled and finely sliced

1 full-sized, good quality white or whole 
wheat baguette, sliced in half (2 long 
pieces)

5 cloves garlic, peeled and cut in half
5 oz soft goat cheese, divided evenly
¼ cup black olive tapenade
1 tbsp capers
Extra virgin olive oil
Freshly-ground black pepper to taste

Prep Time: 30 min
Cook Time: 5 min
Servings: 20

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Cherto Gourmet Cherry 
Tomatoes On-The-Vine
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Mastronardi of Mastronardi Produce, 
who continues to be so to this day.

“The welcome I received for being 
completely new to the wonderful 
world of produce has continued to 
fuel my passion and motivation. Paul 
played a big role in this and I often 
liken him to Walt Disney—when he 
dreams it, he does it. Nothing is 
impossible, and I find that energy 
so contagious. It’s that mentality I 
want to emulate when managing my 
team and my category. He’s been so 
selfless in sharing all his experiences, 
his learnings, and he’s awesome to 
be around. I will forever be grateful 
to him for inspiring me.”

The most recent change in Mary’s 
blossoming produce career has 
taken a sweeter turn toward the fruit 
side of the business. That transition 
has been made even sweeter by Lori 
Anne Carr, Vice President of Titan 
Farms.

Mary explains that each conversation 
is truly a conversation in which she 
feels a part of the family. Whether 
it’s talking about the current season, 
the upcoming harvest, or the family 
dog (named Peaches), Lori Anne 
brings with her a fresh perspective 
as a female role model in the 
industry.

MENTORS IN THE MAKING

Mary Zink

IN AN INDUSTRY LIKE FRESH 
PRODUCE, one dinner with 
anyone can blossom into a 

valuable relationship. Or, in this 
case, a valuable story.

I was lucky enough to sit across 
from Mary Zink after a wonderful 
Produce Marketing Association’s 
Womens Fresh Perspectives 
Conference. She carried herself in 
such a way that I was shocked to 
learn her produce career spanned 
only a couple of years at the time. 
A year later, I finally got to walk 
Mary’s path with her, and it is one 
many mentees would be fortunate 
to learn from.

“It turns out my background is 
quite unique,” she starts. “I’ve been 
with Wegmans 18 years, but I’m 
a pharmacist by profession. I’m 
actually the ninth pharmacist in my 
family, so there was no question 
about what I wanted to do when I 
grew up!”

It brings the entire “food as 
medicine”—in this case fruits 
and veggies—concept into an 
entirely new light. In fact, that very 
concept is how Mary found herself 
interested in jumping over the 
counter. 

“In 2005, I was managing one of 
our pharmacies and our Wegmans 
MENU magazine heavily featured 
produce, as it often does. We had 
this kick-off that incorporated so 
much produce in new and fun ways 
that, afterwards, I went back and 
told everyone ‘I’m going to work in 
produce someday,’” Mary laughs.

It wasn’t that she didn’t love the 
Pharmacy. In fact, the two areas 
are so similar in their attention to 
detail, fast-paced environment, 
and commitment to quality that 
the move was more of a step 

than a leap. The amazing thing 
about Wegmans, she shares, is 
the opportunity to gain additional 
learnings and the support to do so. 
Mary is a true example of this as her 
journey has led her from Pharmacy 
to Accounting, to where she is now 
in Produce Merchandising. 

“The next thing I knew, Dave Corsi, 
Wegmans’ Vice President of 
Produce and Floral, came knocking 
on my door and said, ‘We want you 
in produce,’ and it’s been a dream 
since,” she shares. “To see Dave’s 
passion and all he’s gathered in his 
25 years in produce is an amazing 
opportunity. He’s taught me to 
never lose sight of being the best—
best in quality, best in flavor, and 
having the best relationships with 
our partners.”

A strong relationship with its 
partners is a pillar of Wegmans’ 
overall culture, no matter the 
department. What came as the 
biggest surprise to Mary since 
working so closely with those 
partners was how open and 
willing they are to teach, 
share, and craft genuine 
relationships.
 

“To me, it’s always 
been all about the 
relationships. One of 
the first to solidify how 
important partnerships 
are was David Masser 
of Sterman Masser 
Potatoes. From our 
first meeting, David has 
been nothing but sincere, 
respectful, compassionate, 
and patient, and I couldn’t 
imagine a Wegmans produce 
department without this 
partnership,” she tells me.

Another of those first key mentors 
was President and CEO Paul 

Mary Zink
Produce Category Merchant, 

Wegmans Food Markets

BY MELISSA DE LEON
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Paul Mastronardi
President and CEO, Mastronardi 

Produce

Mary is a remarkable ambassador for 
Wegmans and truly represents the 
company’s value of pursuing excellence in 
the retail world. In a few short years, she 
has made major strides in the industry and 
has cultivated strong working relationships 
with her colleagues and customers. Mary 
is passionate about her work, strives for 
excellence in what she does, and empowers 
others to do the same.
 
When I first met her, Mary made it clear 
that she was not a fan of tomatoes. But that 
did not stop her from experiencing many 
different varieties and throwing herself 
headfirst into a category that was completely 
new to her. Driven by her professional 
curiosity and commitment to ensuring 
Wegmans’ customers get the very best every 
day, she willfully seized the reins to grow the 
category to greater success.
 
It has been a pleasure to witness Mary’s 
professional development and career 
progression. I’m delighted to have been 
part of it—especially of her newly developed 
tomato appreciation!

Lori Anne Carr
Vice President, Titan Farms

What’s most interesting about Mary is her career 
path and the depth of knowledge gained for health 
and wellness from the pharmaceutical side to now 
natural remedies. I’ve always joked with Mary that 
I’m glad she’s in fresh produce, since ‘our drugs 
taste better.’ With this knowledge, anyone who’s 
mentored under Mary’s tutelage will greatly benefit 
based on her experiences, her talents in category 
management, her keen leadership skills, and her 
full spectrum of knowledge around health in two 
industries. I congratulate Mary on being selected 
as a key mentor in our industry.

For someone who has only been on the 
peach desk for a little more than six months, 
Mary earned a tremendous feather in her 
cap this past summer! Our business with 
Wegmans grew by almost 20 percent over 
the 2018 season, and that was solely due 
to Mary’s commitment to the product. She 
encouraged involvement from department 
managers across the store to offer 
inspiration to their customers for meals 
and other pairings; worked closely with our 
marketing team to develop tremendous 
support and further the customer 
experience; and even added a new Titan 
product to Wegmans’ product line! Mary 
has taken the time to learn her category and 
to explore new ideas to make it better. She 
is definitely a leader in her business and I 
look forward to seeing how she continues to 
offer innovative ways to increase sales in the 
peach category!

Dave Corsi
Vice President of Produce and 
Floral, Wegmans Food Market

 
“It’s been incredible to get to know Lori Anne as she 
is so open to sharing her wisdom with me. I mean, 
she’s doing something right…she has a peach named 
after her!”
 
Mary feels, with the support of the mentors she’s 
crossed thus far in her produce path, that she can 
begin to positively influence what she refers to 
as her “village”—those roles, she tells me, that are 
many oftentimes unseen but integral to the success 
of Wegmans’ Produce Departments, from the 
Ripeners and Buyers to part-time customer service 
employees. 

“They are so important to our overall success, and 
I would love to help usher in the next generation 
of produce,” Mary shares. “I wouldn’t be where 
I am today without the other Produce Category 
Merchants at Wegmans constantly pushing me to 
be my best! I want to continue to build my career in 
produce any way I can, combining my philosophy 
of food as medicine with my passion for Wegmans 
fueling my dream. Like Paul, by believing in this 
dream, nothing is impossible.”

As Mary’s unique path continues to wind, she 
assures me she wants it to stay near the produce 
industry—great news for the mentees she has yet to 
meet.

THE MENTORS
Here is what they have  

to say about Mary Zink...

Sponsored By
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A Bee Sweet Story

’ve never quite understood the common negative connotation behind lemons. 
If anything, the citrus variety adds zip to life, not sourness. When Bee Sweet 
Citrus erupted into the citrus category in 1987, it began as an independent 
packer and shipper of California oranges. As its business continued to grow, 
it took an “if life gives you lemons” approach to its expanding portfolio and 
turned a small operation into one of California’s leading citrus companies. 

By Anne Allen

BEE SWEET CITRUS



But what does it take to become a 
year-round operation with finely-tuned 
outfits of packing, growing, and shipping 
departments? As a trade news writer, 
sometimes I have to take a boots-to-the-
ground approach in my research and 
turn to the true experts within the field. 
The expert I found this time? Thomas 
Marderosian, Industrial Technology 
Manager, and son of Founder and 
President Jim Marderosian. 

“From the very beginning, Bee Sweet’s 
mission has always been to provide 
premium citrus to our customers,” 
Thomas begins, painting me the picture 
of how the company looked at lush 
California orchards and saw the true 
potential to provide both consumers 
and retailers with sweet varietal 
options. “We’re dedicated to providing 
maximum return to the growers we 
work with, in addition to being an 
excellent citrus supplier to all major 
retailers, wholesalers, and foodservice 
distributors.” 

Ever since its doors opened, Bee Sweet 
has been looking for new ways to 
innovate. As with most companies in 
our industry, the need for advancement 
isn’t just a business tactic to keep up with 
others; it’s a deep-in-the-bones desire 
to push the boundaries and press the 
produce needle forward. 

“Since 1987, technological advancements 
and our excellent workforce have always 
been at the forefront of our success. Ever 
since the beginning, technology has 
played a big role in what we do. For 
example, in the past, sizing was all done 
mechanically. Now, it’s all done optically 
through high-speed cameras and other 
means. The operation that’s involved 

in everything from the wash process 
to the sizing and grading process, has 
been automated. It’s truly incredible,” he 
explains. 

Industry-wide, challenges present 
themselves. It’s impossible to direct 
Mother Nature—and harnessing that 
sort of power has yet to be developed—
and volumes will fluctuate no matter the 
circumstances. But steps can be made to 
ensure the best quality fruit gets out to 
those who love it most. 

That’s where Bee Sweet’s technology 
comes into play, the kind of state-of-the-
art innovation that Thomas hinted at 
earlier in our conversation. 

“Automatic palletizing was definitely 
a very big project for our team. Not 
only have we been able to increase 
our throughput with the same amount 
of people, but we’ve also been able to 
increase our efficiency by packing and 
palletizing more cases in less time,” he 
relates. “Structurally, our pallets are 
also stacked properly, which gives us the 
confidence to be sure that our pallets 
aren’t going to tip over once they leave 
our facility. Everything also looks more 
uniform, which allows us to present a 
better-quality product to our customers.” 

From a distance, I know what efficiency 
means in our industry, but to have 
someone who lives it day-to-day relay it 
to me truly puts it into perspective.  

In the midst of Thomas breaking down 
the particulars for me, I realize that 
I’ve been swept up in the day-to-day 
operations aspect of the story without 
hearing the vision behind the change. 

“We’re dedicated to providing 
maximum return to the growers 
we work with, in addition to being 
an excellent citrus supplier to 
all major retailers, wholesalers, 
and foodservice distributors.” 
Thomas Marderosian, Industrial Technology Manager, Bee Sweet Citrus
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Bee Sweet Citrus 
looks to grow the 

best-quality citrus 
for consumers

Innovative 
technologies allow 
the grower, shipper, 

and packer to pack 
its products more 

efficiently

Automatic Palletizing 
provides secure and 

proper stacking
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“Lemons have always been a huge 
market for us, and we harvest lemons 
from all three districts: the San Joaquin 
Valley, which encompasses Fowler all 
the way down toward Bakersfield and 
McFarland; the Pacific Coast, which 
stretches from Monterey and Salinas 
to Ventura; and the Imperial Valley,” 
he notes. “The reason why this project 
came to be is that we’ve increased our 
production of lemons. Our old lemon 
line, which could handle about a load an 
hour, just wasn’t fast enough to handle 
the volume that our team needed it to.”

While math isn’t my strong suit, even I 
know that double the capacity is a win-
win in any produce company’s book. 

“Our team also upgraded our lemon 
bagging line. In the past, we just had 
a single weigher and a single bagger,” 
Thomas states. “With the machines 
that we have in place now, we can bag 
significantly more per minute. With 
our old line, our bagging abilities were 
limited, and we knew that it was an area 
we needed to improve. Now, we have 
the capacity to handle a lot more, which 
allows us to process more orders and 
better serve our customers.”

Alongside its new packing and bagging 
lines, the citrus grower has also utilized 
a bin wash system—a testimony to its 
commitment to sustainability and food 
safety. 

“Our motivation behind the bin wash 
system was to elevate our standards in 
food safety. We wanted to use a system 
that would get our bins as clean as 
possible. In the past, our bins would go 
out into the field and then come back 
into the packing house. While they’d 
go through a sanitizer, we wanted 
something to get them exceptionally 
clean and free from debris. For these 
reasons, we decided to implement 
the new system. Our other lines have 
adopted the system as well,” he recalls. 

As our conversation begins to wind 
down, and I keep dreamily staring 
at the citrus packing lines, Thomas 
drives the point home for me. It’s not 
simply about keeping up with the latest 
trends: It’s about providing a future for 
its employees and a delicious product 
for retailers and consumers for years to 
come. 

“Overall, these advancements allow 
our team to be more consistent about 
providing premium product to our 
consumers,” he concludes. “Our new 
optical grading capabilities can pick out 
a lot of different defects that old systems 
couldn’t. Not only can we grade product 
more accurately, but the customer can 
rely on us for high-quality product every 
time they turn to our brand.” 

Perhaps the saying should read: If life 
gives you lemons, start a citrus 
company.

Bee Sweet Citrus 
has been innovating 

since its inception 
in 1987 
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Preheat oven to 375° F. Spread tomato halves onto a baking sheet and drizzle 
with olive oil. Season with salt and pepper. Roast tomatoes for about 1 hour.

While tomatoes are in the oven, melt the butter in a large pot over medium-
high heat. Add onion and sauté for 5 minutes. Stir in the garlic and thyme 
and sauté for another 5 minutes. Add crushed tomatoes, chopped basil 
leaves, dried basil, and sugar. Season with salt and pepper. Stir the mixture 
and reduce the heat to medium or medium-low and simmer for 10 minutes, 
covered. 

Pour broth and roasted tomatoes into the pot. Season with salt and pepper. 
Continue to simmer soup, covered, for about 30 minutes, stirring occasionally.

Carefully pour soup into a blender and blend until smooth. Pour soup back 
into the pot and stir in heavy cream until fully incorporated. Simmer the soup 
for 3 minutes.

Ladle soup into bowls. Top each with a sprinkle of goat cheese and serve hot 
with a slice of bread.

To learn more about Sunripe Certified Brands, visit www.sunripecertified.com
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CREAMY ROASTED ROMA TOMATO AND BASIL SOUP

1½ lbs Sunripe™ Bella Roma tomatoes, 
sliced lengthwise

3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil
2 tbsp unsalted butter
1 medium yellow onion, diced
4 garlic cloves, minced
1 tbsp fresh thyme, minced
1 can crushed tomatoes (28 oz)
2 cups basil leaves, roughly chopped
2 tbsp dried basil
1 tbsp sugar
2 cups low sodium chicken broth
⅔ cup heavy cream
Salt and pepper, to taste
Crumbled goat cheese, for garnish
Bread of choice, sliced

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 1 hr 35 min
Servings: 7 cups

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Sunripe™ Bella 

Roma Tomatoes

*Recipe adapted from Spoon Fork Bacon
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B efore there were gratins, 
Pommes Anna, and hasselbacks, 
casseroles, latkes, and fritters, 

there was the potato. Though a humble 
vegetable, there is no other so revered 
for its countless forms, so celebrated 
for its friendliness to all flavors, and so 
synonymous with holiday spreads than 
the Solanum tuberosum. 

For the culinarily inclined, a potato is 
not just a potato, but an open hand 
inviting any to the world of  their own 
imagination and creativity—an open 
hand quickly starting to resemble that of  
the team’s behind The Little 
Potato Company.
 

“The foundation of  our 
company is transforming 
the ordinary into the 
extraordinary; it’s a big 
part of  The Little Potato 
Company’s DNA,” Richard 
Vann, Vice President of  
Marketing and Product 
Innovation, begins to tell me 
before I stop him with an 
incredulous, “Potatoes are 
ordinary?!”

A naïve question, really, considering 
how The Little Potato Company has 
undertaken the task of  transforming a 
thousands-year-old category, zhuzhing it 
up with on-trend perks like convenience 
and flavor so that it continues to speak to 
even the savviest of  today’s consumers.
 

“We’re constantly looking at how we 
can further delight our retail partners 
and consumers with a unique blend of  
current and innovative products that 
fulfill consumers’ needs for convenient 
and unique proprietary varieties and 
nutritious meals,” Richard continues. 

“Because, at the end of  the 
day, we’re in the business 
of  feeding the world, better, 
all starting with the humble 
little potato.”
 
But not just any little potato: 
the Creamer potato. Since its 
inception, The Little Potato 
Company has narrowed 
its focus to one variety in 
order to perfect its offering 
selections and change the 
narrative into one in which 

a simple potato is ordinary without the 
value The Little Potato Company brings 
to the table.
 

“We grow and package small Creamer 
potatoes. In fact, Creamer potatoes is 
all we do, so we have to be the best. We 
give it 110 percent, and as a result, we 
are one of  the top Creamer companies 
and brands in North America,” Richard 
emphasizes.
 
As The Little Potato Company polished 
and refined the know-how of  its 
proprietary variety, it also began to 
shape the category as a whole with 
ahead-of-the-trend items, like its 
recently-debuted Easy Sides, the first-
ever fully-cooked product from The 
Little Potato Company.
 

“THE LITTLE POTATO COMPANY’S 
POTATOES MAY BE SMALL, BUT OUR LOVE

- RICHARD VANN
Vice President of Marketing and Product   
    Innovation, The Little Potato Company

FOR CREAMER POTATOES AND 
GROWING THE CATEGORY IS HUGE.”

The Little Potato Company makes an 
effort to marry convenience and flavor in 
all of its offerings

RICHARD VANN
Vice President of 

Marketing and Product 
Innovation, The Little 

Potato Company
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“Easy Sides are our latest no-stress 
meal solution. It is also our answer to a 
busy family’s dinner dilemma of  what 
to put on the table that is quick, easy 
to prepare, and nutritious,” Richard 
explains. “The product includes fully-
cooked, pre-seasoned Creamer potatoes 
and features four family-friendly flavors: 
Sea Salt and Black Pepper, Paprika and 
Bell Pepper, Onion and Garlic, and 
Sweet Bell Pepper and Onion.”
 
At the insistence of  Richard, I make 
my way to my local Market Basket 
with a mission to buy and trial The 
Little Potato Company’s Easy Sides 
for myself. While I was expecting to 
have to hunt for the company’s logo in 
the produce aisle, I instantly found a 
selection of  its products—leading me 
to award The Little Potato Company 
bonus convenience points for the quick 
find. Once in the kitchen, preparing 
the potatoes was as easy as spud, two, 
three. And, as someone who is not the 

best at staying true to a recipe, I found 
myself  hesitating with a “Wait, that’s 
it?” as the Easy Sides are seriously 
too—for lack of  a better word—easy 
to make. This is, of  course, by design. 
The Little Potato Company’s team has 
worked hard to make sure its offerings 
check off all the necessary boxes. One 
way it accomplishes this is by regularly 
conducting consumer research to stay on 
top of  the latest trends.
 

“We discovered, via consumer research, 
that one of  the biggest pain points 
when it comes to eating potatoes is 
that they are too time consuming and 
complicated to prepare,” Richard shares 
with me. “With our new Easy Sides, 
we’ve taken the complication out. We 
know that consumers are looking for 
easy, healthy options for their families, 
and convenience is king. So, it was only 
natural that our next step would be to 
develop a product like the Easy Sides, 
which can be prepared in seven minutes 

and served anywhere on the plate as a 
side or main dish.”
 
Consumer demand for convenience is 
truly unrivalled—except by flavor, which 
is why The Little Potato Company 
marries the two together in each of  its 
products. For example, another of  its 
newer items: the Lemon and Garden 
Herb Microwave Ready flavor. Richard 
notes survey findings show that nearly 
half  of  Americans eat potatoes a 
few times a week, underscoring the 
importance of  variety and encouraging 
The Little Potato Company to expand 
a popular line with even more delicious, 
and convenient, options.
 

“The quest for convenience continues to 
be a top priority among consumers, with 
our survey revealing that microwaving 
is the third most common way to 
cook potatoes. When developing the 
newest Microwave Ready flavor, we 
combined the familiar flavors of  fresh 

Easy Sides is The Little Potato Company’s latest no-stress meal solution 
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“...AT THE END OF THE DAY, WE’RE IN THE 
BUSINESS OF FEEDING THE WORLD, BETTER,

ALL STARTING WITH THE HUMBLE
LITTLE POTATO.”

herbs and bright lemon to create a 
classic combination that is the perfect 
companion for any type of  protein,” 
Richard says. “Our Microwave Ready 
Lemon and Garden Herb kit is versatile 
enough to be enjoyed at every kind of  
meal, from busy weeknights where you 
need a quick option to holiday meals 
where you can savor food and family.”
 
To drive all of  this home at the retail 
level, The Little Potato Company 
supported the launch of  its new 
products with targeted social media, 
digital advertising, and in-store 
merchandising support like demos. The 
company also developed several point-
of-sale options that pop on-shelf  and 
allow retailers to drive consumption 
through the display.
 

“We work with our retail partners to offer 
the best products in the best channel. 
We have a variety of  product offerings 
for different consumers,” Richard 
explains. “We work with retailers to find 
the sweet spots and then provide in-store 

promotions and programs to drive trial 
and consumption.”
 
These efforts are ultimately carried out 
for the sake of  the consumer. 
 
If  potatoes are the vessel of  exploring 
imagination and creativity, then 
consumers are The Little Potato 
Company’s muse and the whole reason 
why the company has embarked on 
transforming the ordinary into the 
extraordinary in the first place.
 

“Everything we do is to connect to 
our consumer. Through our products, 
packaging, promotions, website, and 
social and digital media, we try to 
make that connection. On our website, 
we have over 400 Creamer potato 
recipes to help consumers get dinner 
on the table. No other potato brand 
outperforms The Little Potato Company 
in unaided awareness, recent purchase, 
overall impression, and likelihood of  
recommending,” Richard asserts.
 

Accomplishments the company has 
achieved by carrying out its vision of  
feeding the world, better.
 

“Potatoes are a staple in the American 
home, and they remain an integral part 
of  any produce department. The Little 
Potato Company’s potatoes may be 
small, but our love for Creamer potatoes 
and growing the category is huge. As 
we continue to do what we do best, 
we will keep striving to be pioneers in 
bringing new products to market and 
ensuring that everyone, everywhere has 
healthy, nutritious food to eat,” Richard 
concludes.  
 
Betty Crocker once implied that there is 
no happier symbol of  a friendly home 
than a full cookie jar. But with industry 
leaders like The Little Potato Company 
introducing items that very much 
resemble the future of  produce, I think 
2020’s emblem could be potatoes and 
all the possibilities they offer. After all, a 
world of  pure imagination awaits those 
willing to innovate.
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Preheat oven to 350° F then crush the graham cracker squares in a food 
processor or place in a gallon size bag and roll with a rolling pin. Add sugar and 
butter and mix into the crushed graham cracker.

Press 1 tbsp graham cracker mixture into the bottom of a cupcake liner, evenly 
and coating the entire bottom. Optional: Bake for 8 minutes to harden the 
mixture.  

In a sperate bowl, mix together egg whites, condensed milk, lime juice, lime zest, 
and Greek yogurt. Mix well.

Fill cupcake liners about ¾ of the way full with the mixture. Bake for 12-15 
minutes at 350° F and cool.

Top with whipped cream and garnish with lime zest and slices of lime if desired. 
Store in the refrigerator.

Tip: To make as a cake, use a greased 9" cake pan and cook for an extra 5 minutes.

To learn more about Catania Worldwide, visit www.cataniaworldwide.com
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PERSIAN SEEDLESS LIME CUPCAKES

¾ cup Catania Worldwide Persian 
seedless lime juice

1½ cups graham cracker crumbs, 
crushed (about 12 squares)

3 tbsp sugar
¾ stick butter (about ⅓ cup)
3 egg whites, beaten
2 cans sweetened condensed milk (14 oz) 
1 tbsp Persian lime zest
⅓ cup nonfat Greek yogurt

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 15-28 min
Servings: 12 cupcakes

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Catania Worldwide 

Persian Limes
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W
hile the industry continues to change, how do 
businesses keep up? As the world of produce, 
and agriculture as a whole, constantly innovates 
and evolves, there are people who live and 

breathe the industry, those who take the time to 
understand and adapt to the never-ending surprises and 
demands consumers and buyers expect. Those are the 
people to watch out for, to follow. And with a decorated 
history like Trent Bishop’s, J&D Produce may have 
landed the perfect man for the job. 

Trent joined J&D Produce and Little Bear Produce this 
year after a history of encounters and pivotal moments. 
He has seen it all, lived it all, and his experience is 
anything but ordinary. I was able to get to know Trent 
and find out all that drives him in his life, both personally 
and professionally. His optimism and down-to-earth 
persona expose his determination and ambition, all 
culminating in his latest position as J&D’s Vice President 
of Sales.

By Lilian Diep
Trent  Bishopr

A Q&A With 

YourOwn Minutes
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V
When did you first get 
started in produce, and 
what kept you interested 
and passionate about the 
industry?
Trent Bishop: I got my start in the 
produce business as a high school 
student in the late ’80s, stapling 
cantaloupe boxes in the sweltering 
loft of the former Helle-Davis 
packing plant in Mission, Texas. That 
was followed by a sales assistant 
internship at the I. Kunik Co. during 
the summer of my freshman year 
at Texas A&M University, where 
I earned a degree in Agricultural 
Economics. Like many college 
students, at the time I was simply 
trying to figure out what I wanted 
to do for a career, and two things 
came to my mind about the produce 
business: There was always going to 
be a demand for fresh, healthy food, 
and most people that I knew in the 
produce business were making a 
fairly decent living doing so. Those 
two thoughts formed the mindset I 
have now and created a career that 
has spanned over 25 years. 

LD: What’s a quote or 
mantra that you relate to?
TB: Own your minutes and maintain 
perspective. I lost my wife to 
metastatic breast cancer in 2018. 
The perspective gained by this 
experience was life-changing—our 
minutes on this Earth are finite and 
priceless. We get to determine how 
we spend them, who we spend them 
with, and who we give them away to. 
Once they are spent or given away, 
they cannot be replaced. So, I try 
to be in control of my minutes and 
not let negative factors or situations 
take my minutes from me—as much 
as possible. Having endured such 
a personal loss has also helped me 
keep everything in perspective. 
Some of the things that used to 
really bother me seem a little silly 
now in comparison.

LD: What would you say 
is your most rewarding 
experience while working 
in the industry?
TB: I absolutely love the fact that 
I can explain to my four daughters 
that their dad makes a living selling 
something that is healthy and of this 
earth. Although it is very hard work 
at times, the produce industry is a 
very family-friendly industry.

LD: During your free time, 
what’s your go-to hobby?  
TB: When I am not chasing my 
girls around, dropping them off 
somewhere, or otherwise spending 
time with them, I love to fish the 
shallow waters of the Lower Laguna 
Madre off South Padre Island, Texas. 
Fishing is such a reprieve from the 
chaos of a produce sales office. 
Many times, I find myself alone in 
a back bay and out of cell phone 
service range. The lapping of the 
water against the boat and the 
sound of nature doing its thing is 
therapeutic to me. If I catch fish, 
great. If I don’t, great.

LD: What lesson did you 
learn early on that you 
feel is applicable and can 
translate to any field or 
career?  
TB: My first mentor in this business, 
Stan Agar, taught me that an 
unscrupulous man can make a very 
good living in the produce business. 
However, an honest man can do 
equally as good. Doing the right 
thing is the right thing to do! Be 
fair, be honest, and protect your 
reputation as such. Something else 
that he taught me was to always be 
punctual, always look presentable, 
and never assume I cannot be 
replaced. I have never forgotten this 
advice and still pass it along to this 
day. 

LD:  What drives you on a 
day-to-day basis?
TB: My four daughters are my world. 
Being their father and their example 
is the most important job I have. 
There seems to be a shortage of 
good, active, engaged fathers in this 
world. Through my encouragement 
and nurturing, I want my girls to 
know that they can accomplish 
anything they truly set their minds 
to. I want them to know that they 
should never feel obligated to settle 
down with any man just for the sake 
of being taken care of. It is my job 
to make sure they know how to not 
only survive, but to thrive on their 
own talents. Although my career 
has afforded me the opportunity to 
spoil them if I was so inclined, I have 
(mostly) refrained and taught them 
the most important lesson my father 
ever taught me, and that is how to 
work and earn a dollar.

Lilian Diep

Trent Bishop

Dream  big, 
and then 
chase those 
dreams.

Vice President of Sales, 
J&D Produce

I
II

III

IV VI“

”– Trent Bishop, 
   VP of Sales, J&D Produce
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LD: If you had to choose 
another field, what would 
it be? 
TB: I would love to either coach 
football or teach career advice 
to college students. As a lifelong 
athlete and former college football 
player, I am eaten up with the sport. 
I love watching how elite college 
coaches can transform a team 
in a very short time; it speaks to 
their ability to bring out the best 
in everyone—show them how they 
can achieve things beyond the 
limits they placed on themselves. 
I would love to have that kind of 
positive influence on young adults. 
Once or twice a semester, I am 
asked to guest lecture at Texas 
A&M University in the Department 
of Agricultural Economics; I enjoy 
the engagement with the students 
so much. After all, I was one of 
them not too long ago! I really love 
encouraging them to blaze their 
own path, believe in themselves, 
and dream. Because I have had 
amazing mentors in my life, I feel an 
obligation to my industry and those 
gentlemen who paved the way for 
me to pay it forward and give the 
next generation of industry leaders 
an example with which they too can 
create a basis from.

LD: What advice would you 
give to the next generation
coming into the industry? 
TB: I would tell them to humble 
themselves; the world does not owe 
them a job. Be ready to start at the 
bottom and truly learn your trade. 
Earn your promotions through hard 
work, engagement, and results. Hard 
work will not go unnoticed, and 
almost every successful CEO started 
at the bottom and earned their way 
up the proverbial career ladder. 
Dream big, and then chase those 
dreams.

A
s much as I have learned from 
this short interview, it pales in 
comparison to what Trent has 
harvested throughout his entire 

career. From humble beginnings 
in the cantaloupe fields to VP of 
Sales for J&D, Trent Bishop truly is 
instrumental in what he does for 
the produce industry and will not 
only bring J&D Produce to great 
heights, but everyone in the produce 
industry as well.  

r

VI

VII VIII

When Veronica was diagnosed, Trent spontaneously packed up the family and went to Oahu, Hawai’i, for five 
weeks to make those precious moments count. Valentina (5) holds up Trent, Marin (15), Hannah (21), Allyson 
(18), and Veronica during their trip in June 2018, five months prior to his wife’s passing
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If you fall into that 50-plus camp as I do, I hope 
you’re enjoying all the positive aspects to your 
years of hindsight and wisdom. There is no 

doubt that in my case it was earned with trial 
and errors—plural. 

This is a great time in our careers and our 
lives—we’ve learned a lot over the years, 
and have the energy, passion, knowledge, 
and desire to contribute and maximize 
the ROI (return on investment) of our 
respective companies, as well as help the 
industry at large. Furthermore, we want 
to help bring up young talent and set the 
stage for the future. Again, what an exciting 
time in our careers!

But, there is another side to this issue. 
Increasingly, I have fellow industry vets 
contacting me looking for new jobs. As you 
would expect, the reasons vary, however 
their needs and motivations are all very 

ith the holiday season and a 
new year on the horizon, I’m 

feeling reflective and nostalgic. 
This year, it’s especially so as 
we start in on a whole new 

decade—2020!

Fairly regularly, I have 
conversations arise with one 
common denominator: age. I’d be 
lying if I said that I haven’t been 
more sensitive to the issue since 
turning 50. One of my favorite 
quotes with a twist is, “Getting 
older is mandatory, getting ‘old’ is 
optional.” I believe that is true in 
life, from athletics to business.

Here, in this article, we are 
addressing the business aspect. 
But, please, consider applying it to 
plain old life as well.

By The Snack Editorial Contributor Rex Lawrence
Founder and President, Joe Produce Search

20/20
Turn

Foresight

Hindsight
into your
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similar. They need and/or want to work while continuing 
to leverage their knowledge, skills, relationships, and 
many years of experience to contribute to the industry 
and to a company’s success.

Every so often, I half-jokingly say that a company 
is looking for the 35-year-old with 20-plus years of 
experience for $35K per year. We can’t do anything 
about some companies’ unrealistic wants and dreams, 
but we can do something about ourselves. There is a 
whole new world out there, and your knowledge, skills, 
and experience are all valuable. I encourage my fellow 
industry vets to leverage those years and, at the same 
time, not rely on them alone. Let’s keep it fresh—keep 
learning, growing, expanding our knowledge and 
relationships, and stay hungry!

I can’t wait to see where this new decade takes us. See 
you all in 2020!

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

Founder & President 
Joe Produce Search℠

Rex Lawrence 

• Keep growing and developing your skills 
and network in the business. Reach out and 
work with younger generations, beyond your 
longtime friends

• Stay relevant in terms of technology and 
relationships 

• Update your resume, and make sure that it’s 
accentuating your skills and attributes that 
are needed in today’s environment in a format 
and language that are equally as fresh

• Stay hungry. Don’t go into an interview 
thinking that all your experience and 20-plus-
year relationships are going to get you the job. 
Times are a-changin’ and so must you

• Do your homework for interviews. Don’t just 
wing it because you’re a “been there, done 
that” sort of person. Show them that you’re 
ready to join their team:

• Don’t make statements like, “Back in 
the day…”, “When I was your age...”, or 
other references that accentuate your 
many years in the business. And don’t 
use your “experience” as a way to 
establish your dominance in the room

• Do ask good questions that may lead 
to understanding their needs and how 
your experience can contribute. There 
is a time to leverage your expertise 
and relationships, but play those cards 
carefully

• Don’t be a know-it-all. Be humble, 
and acknowledge that you can learn 
from anyone, irrespective of their 
station or age. Knowledge and ideas 
come from anyone

• It’s nearly 2020! Get a new haircut and buy 
some clothes that are up-to-date 

• Exercise and eat right. Are you wishing for 
the fountain of youth? Guess what—it’s the 
water fountain! Hydrate, exercise, and eat 
more of that stuff we’ve been growing and 
pushing all these years 

HERE ARE A FEW LESSONS AND 
INSIGHTS I HAVE LEARNED ALONG 

THE WAY:
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Follow cake mix instructions and preheating instructions. After mixing cake 
batter, gently fold in additional cinnamon, nuts, and RubyFrost apples. Spoon 
into lined cupcake tins and fill about ⅔ of the way. 

Bake according to manufacturers instructions. Allow cake to cool.

Place cream cheese and butter in a large bowl. Using an electric mixer 
on medium speed, beat until combined and smooth. Gradually add the 
confectioners sugar, mixing until smooth. Add vanilla and beat well until nice 
and fluffy. 

Frost cupcakes with cream cheese frosting. Decorate as desired and enjoy! 

Tip: To make as a sheet of layer cake, use a well-greased and floured 9" cake pan.

To learn more about RubyFrost Apples, 
visit www.rubyfrostapple.com

1

2
3

4

RUBYFROST ® APPLE SPICE CAKE WITH CREAM CHEESE FROSTING

2 RubyFrost Apples, peeled, cored, 
and diced

1 box spice cake mix*
⅓ cup finely chopped walnuts
1 tsp cinnamon

*Mix calls for additional ingredients 

frosting

8 oz cream cheese*
2 cups confectioners sugar, sifted
½ cup unsalted butter, softened
1 tsp vanilla extract

*Cream cheese should be at room temperature 
to avoid lumps

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 20 min
Servings: 24 cupcakes

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?RubyFrost® Apples
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It marks the end of one year and heralds 
the beginning of a new one, and in 
those reflective moments, bright lights 
cast rays across the month before them. 
With the promise of a new decade 
ahead of it, this December is nearly 
blinding—the allure of innovation, of 
new products and new initiatives, is so 
close I can almost reach my hand out to 
touch them. 

But when it comes to predicting those 
innovations and products, my mind 
grinds to a halt. The shimmer briefly 
dims. Luckily, I have industry movers 
and shakers to turn to when I feel the 
glow of freshness begin to wane. 

Stacey Kinkaid, US Foods’ Vice 
President of Product Development and 
Innovation, has always felt this pull 
toward innovating—toward making 
people like me thrum with excitement 
over the latest in industry-shaking 
trends. Having spent over 20 years 
in roles surrounding food product 

P R O T O T Y P E

P R O V O C A T I V E

From
to

December shimmers.

By Anne Allen

Stacey Kinkaid
Vice President of

Product Development 
and Innovation,

US Foods

development in both the retail and 
foodservice sectors, Stacey immediately 
sets all systems back to shimmer. 

“Throughout my career, I’ve held various 
roles within the product development 
team, from product management to 
quality assurance, all in support of 
bringing on-trend products to market 
that serve customers’ needs,” she begins.  

Her position with US Foods, which she 
came to after spending the majority of 
her career in retail product development, 
focuses more on helping restaurateurs 
address opportunities for innovation and 
labor-saving practices. 

“At US Foods, I am currently responsible 
for driving the product innovation 
platform, and I oversee the Product 
Innovation and Commercialization 
teams, which includes our culinary, 
packaging, and sustainable product 
teams,” Stacey explains. 

US FOODS

85



Innovate
Scoop

“Through Scoop, we 
equip customers 

with the latest trend-
driven ingredients and 

products that offer 
the ultimate back-of-
house convenience. 

These items are 
designed to keep 
menus on-pulse—

bringing in new diners 
and keeping existing 
diners coming back 

for more.”
- Stacey Kinkaid, 

Vice President of
Product Development 

and Innovation,
US Foods

Through Scoop™, customers have been introduced to new products like Elote Corn 
and Poblano Fritters

One such innovative platform is the 
US Foods Scoop™, the distributor’s 
exclusive product-innovation launch that 
inspires new culinary visions across the 
foodservice sector. 

“Scoop is an important part of the US 
Foods brand promise and embodies our 
commitment to helping our customers 
make it each and every day,” she 
relates, diving into how the food scene, 
with its constant changes, is driven by 
competition, diversity, lifestyle needs, 
and more. “People expect more from 
restaurant menus now. And this was the 
impetus for developing Scoop eight years 
ago: to help chefs and operators keep up 
with the ever-evolving food landscape.”  

In order to make this seemingly 
insurmountable task a reality, the US 
Foods Product Development team 
works closely with partners in Category 
Management, Food Safety and Quality, 
as well as manufacturers. This team 

then utilizes research, insights, and on-
trend ideas, turning an amalgamation 
of supplier, customer, and associate 
concepts into selected products. Next, 
the company works in conjunction with 
manufacturers to design and launch 
those finalized products that are unique 
to the market. 

“Through Scoop, we equip customers 
with the latest trend-driven ingredients 
and products that offer the ultimate 
back-of-house convenience. These items 
are designed to keep menus on-pulse—
bringing in new diners and keeping 
existing diners coming back for more,” 
Stacey remarks. “Since Scoop’s inception, 
we’ve introduced over 500 products, 
including differentiated high-quality 
essentials, sustainably-sourced items, 
labor-saving solutions, global specialties, 
and more. From prototype to plant trials 
to launch, we bring over 60 new Scoop 
products to market each year.” 

Keeping its finger on the pulse of 
shifting trends is precisely why I knew 
catching up with US Foods would 
grant me access to the encapsulation 
of all the new industry transformations 
that occurred in 2019—and all that is 
to come in 2020. 

“We rely on internal and external 
insights to generate the right on-trend 
ideas. These ideas may come from 
detailed food trend analytics, which 
we discover through working with our 
suppliers and customers, or by hitting 
the streets and taking in the flavors of 
a completely different neighborhood 
or country. When it comes to product 
development, we aren’t shy about 
exploring food from different regions, 
close or far from home,” Stacey says. 

One such trend that continues to 
dominate the foodservice sector is 
the consumer craving for global 
flavors. As a millennial, I can attest 
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“Since 
Scoop’s 

inception, 
we’ve 

introduced 
over 500 

products...”Innovate
Scoop™ offers customers trend-driven ingredients and products that deliver the 
ultimate back-of-house convenience

Scoop
to my generation’s love for flavors that 
gravitate toward the adventurous. It’s 
a fun space to occupy as an eater and 
lover of food, and for Stacey and her 
team, it’s a fun space to evolve and grow 
foodie trends. 

“In the case of our most recent product 
launch, we took a ‘Global Discovery 
Made Easy,’ approach, showcasing 
products with Latin American, Asian, 
and Middle Eastern influences,” Stacey 
notes. 

To do this, US Foods collaborated with 
nationally-recognized chefs: Chef Diana 
Dávila, Chef and Owner of Mi Tocaya 
Antojeria; Chef Thai Dang, Executive 
Chef and Owner of HaiSous; and Chef 
Sameh Wadi, Executive Chef and 
Owner of World Street Kitchen. 

“Today’s diners expect diverse, authentic 
food experiences. Chef Dávila, Chef 
Dang, and Chef Wadi shared incredibly 

helpful insights and feedback to 
ensure the Scoop products delivered 
on authenticity,” Stacey emphasizes. 

“By focusing our efforts on items our 
operators would normally not have 
the time, resources, or expertise to 
create on their own, we have delivered 
turnkey solutions they can add to their 
menu with confidence.” 

But as 2019 wanes and 2020 rises on 
the horizon, both me, a trade news 
writer, and industry members alike 
are on the hunt for the next sparkling 
beacon of innovation, the next food 
trend to take over the nation. Perhaps 
most telling about those who operate 
in fresh is this idea: We can celebrate 
the success of a year only at the cost of 
thinking about what’s to come in the 
next. 

“As I look to 2020, I see a lot of 
exciting opportunities in familiar 
product offerings that incorporate an 

unexpected ingredient. A simple way 
to jazz up any fresh produce staple is 
to give it a flavor twist, like drizzling 
sweet potatoes with tahini butter or 
topping harissa-glazed carrots with 
pistachios,” Stacey notes. “Bottom line, 
as a foodservice operator, it’s important 
for US Foods to develop products that 
are versatile and easily integrated into 
a menu.” 

Just as Stacey—and the rest of the 
industry—turn their eyes to 2020, the 
draw of a new decade shines bright 
with promise. The hopeful shimmer I 
began 2019 with has not dimmed. If 
anything, it continues to get brighter.
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BY ROBERT LAMBERT

a Leadera Leader
NOT FORGOTTENNOT FORGOTTEN
A  T R I B U T E  T O  J O H N  G I U M A R R A ,  J R .
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The most precious gifts are those handed down to 
us by the people who have left this world. These 

gifts are those memories that compel us to reside 
within them, they are the words our friends have 

graciously shared, and the impact they have had on 
our lives—an impact that we will forever continue 
to carry as we walk through our days. Memory is 
malleable, and that is a gift in itself—allowing for 

those who have moved on from this life to
continue to change, evolve, and grow and find new 

spaces to live within us.  

For me, John Giumarra, Jr. will forever occupy 
that space.

H
e was John to many, John, Jr. to some, and 
Mr. Giumarra to all. To me, he was always a 
consummate gentleman: generous, confident, 
optimistic, and incredibly hardworking—the 

gravity of a great man.
 
It would be an understatement to say he was known for being 
strategic in his thinking, very eloquent both in his speech 
and writing, and versatile in his roles as well.
 
While Mr. Giumarra led a fast-paced lifestyle selling 
Giumarra’s produce and grew the company’s reach to Chile, 
Peru, Mexico, Europe, and beyond, he always found a way 
to  return home. It was home that encapsulated the moments 
that grounded him in family—whether that be his children’s 
sports tournaments, family dinners, holidays, or telling 
stories. His ability to devote himself, not only to his work 
but to making his family a priority, will always serve as an 
inspiration to me. He worked hard, played hard, and did it 
all with admirable grace and zest.
 
That rare ability to achieve balance while remaining 
passionate is one I continue to learn from every day. He 
was a mentor by nature, someone who did not hunger for 
recognition or acknowledgement. I thank him every day for 
that gift.
 
You cannot utter Mr. Giumarra’s name without mentioning 
his passion. His gregarious nature and love for food, wine, 
work, and family was what drew me to him years ago when 

I was a young man. He was a natural storyteller, another 
rare gift that seemed as instinctive to him as inhaling and 
exhaling.
 
I remember one of the first dinners I had with him, his son 
Randy, and some of their clients back during PMA Fresh 
Summit in Anaheim, California, in 1998. This was the 75th 
anniversary of Giumarra Companies. The memory resonates 
because, in hindsight, this was my first PMA experience, and 
he welcomed me into his family without question and without 
judgment.
 
Mr. Giumarra was always positioned at the head of the table. 
He shared his stories, almost as a tribute to the bottle of wine 
he was about to open so that we all felt, as we took that first 
sip, that we were imbibing a drop of that story as our own—a 
gift as we broke bread together. The stories I heard and 
the things I experienced, opened my imagination to what 
was possible if only you could learn how to be a passionate 
storyteller.
 
It’s easy to share his triumphs and tribulations, his 
handshakes with the five past U.S. Presidents, his part in 
the Bob Hope Tournament with Lee Trevino and Jerry 
Weintraub, or his Valedictorian speech for his class at UC 
Berkeley (where he essentially opened for John F. Kennedy). 
But, what I learned from him most is how he carried those 
experiences proudly, yet gracefully. As the boxing term goes, 
if someone is baiting you, you do not have to answer the bell. 
And he never did.
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Valedictorian, John Giumarra, Jr. with U.S. President, John F. Kennedy 
at UC Berkeley

John Giumarra, Jr. with his Sigma Alpha Epsilon (∑AE) brothers at 
UC Berkeley

The Mark of Good Taste; a phrase that says it all

Mr. Giumarra’s negotiations with Cesar Chavez left an 
impact after what was a historic event for our industry 
and our country had transpired. And while these were 
challenging times for both sides, I never heard him utter a 
negative remark about the man and his cause. Turning the 
tide for the discussion was no easy feat, but how he did it was 
both admirable and professional.
 
While the industry was struck by Mr. Giumarra’s passing 
on June 30, 2019, we can choose to remember him as 
individuals, as a community, and as an industry. His 
many years of hard work, dedication, and passion for both 
Giumarra Vineyards and advocating for the industry will 
always be cherished.
 
Mr. Giumarra received a Bachelor of Science in Business 
Administration from the University of California at Berkeley 
and a Juris Doctor degree from Stanford University. On 
top of a range of accomplishments, he was also a Book 
Review Editor for the Stanford Law Review and attended 
UCLA’s Graduate School of Business Administration. After 
graduation from Stanford Law School, Mr. Giumarra 
became an attorney with Rutan & Tucker, LLP, in Newport 
Beach, California, where he practiced until he was asked by 
his father and uncles to move back to Bakersfield, California, 
to help with legal matters at Giumarra Vineyards, their 
family company.
 
The industry veteran applied his legal education and 
experience to serve as the Giumarra in-house counsel during 
his tenure and successfully negotiated many contracts with 
chain stores, growers, exporters, and licensees on behalf 
of Giumarra Vineyards and its related entities. These 
moves also impacted negotiations within the industry with 
government officials, foreign governments, and helped in the 
resolution of a historic labor dispute, as mentioned earlier.
 
Mr. Giumarra became the face of Giumarra Vineyards to 
the trade. As a tireless promoter of the Grape King and Arra 
labels—who even named the ARRA 15 Sweeties® variety—
Mr. Giumarra made strides to elevate the company brand 
and, in turn, the industry. As a marketer, he formed business 
relationships with buyers and executives within the industry 
and also forged many long-lasting friendships. He loved golf 
and enjoyed the social opportunities it afforded him. He was 
also a wonderful host, and his dinner parties and celebrations 
reached legendary status.
 
Nearly 40 years ago, in the early ’80s, he and his cousins 
saw Chile’s opportunities as well as the positive impact that 
importing Chilean-grown grapes in the off-season could 
potentially have in the U.S. market. With that knowledge, 
Mr. Giumarra signed his first marketing contract with 
Frucentro S.A. in Chile—a relationship that still lasts today.
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Many other agreements followed, and steadfast relationships 
developed. Working as a team with Don Corsaro, former 
President and current Chairman of the Giumarra 
Companies, the Giumarra import program grew to become 
one of the largest in the industry, with arrivals on both U.S. 
coasts.
 
Mr. Giumarra’s father ran the Giumarra Vineyards Winery 
where, from an early age, he developed a love for all things 
wine. From the growing and varietal characteristics to 
vintages and food pairings, Mr. Giumarra was considered 
a wine expert and connoisseur. He was involved in the 
wine-making process, as well as the sales and marketing of 
bottled and bulk wine. He became actively involved in the 
wine industry and was on the wine tasting panel of the Los 
Angeles Times newspaper for many years. His passion for wine 
and great food led him to serve as Chairman of the Wine 
Institute from 1992-93, and later to serve on the Board of 
Trustees of the Culinary Institute of America, the premier 
culinary teaching institution in the United States, where he 
also served as Finance Committee Chairman.
 
During the ’90s, Mr. Giumarra was approached by the 
Karniel family about the possibility of starting a grape 
breeding collaboration in California. The two families 
formed the Agricultural Research & Development 
Corporation. Mr. Giumarra was instrumental in working on 
the early licensing and contract negotiations for the ARRA™ 
varieties, and was an advocate to the trade for Sweeties®, 
Passion Fire®, Passion Punch®, Mystic Dream®, and Sugar 
Drop™.
 
Mr. Giumarra became the President of Giumarra Vineyards 
in 2015 and actively began a program of vineyard 
rejuvenation and varietal renewal to position the company 
for future success.

Randy Giumarra, currently Vice President of Sales, joined 
Giumarra Vineyards in 1998 with a deep admiration for his 
father’s work, the way he lived his life, and the leadership 
values he bestowed upon him. As the current Chairman 
of the Board for the California Fresh Fruit Association, 
he continues to bring leadership to the company as the 
operation grows.

A PMA Fresh Summit dinner in 1998 including Randy Giumarra, John 
Giumarra, Jr., Pamela Giumarra, and Robert Lambert

The Bob Hope Golf Classic brought John Giumarra, Jr. together with 
individuals like the unforgettable Lee Trevino

He was a natural storyteller, another rare 
gift that seemed as instinctive to him as 

inhaling and exhaling.
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“I knew from a young age that my passion was to work with 
my dad, the man that I admired more so than any other,” 
Randy shares. “My father shared with me all of the wisdom 
that he had gleaned over his tenure and experiences in the 
table grape category—from logistics and strategic marketing 
to the politics of trade, the nuances of the industry, and the 
challenges that come with the territory. I am so blessed to 
have spent my entire career working by his side, learning so 
much—most importantly, to treat every human being with 
an equal level of respect and to appreciate every day as a gift.  
His love for life was immeasurable, his energy near endless, 
his charisma infectious, and his commitment to family, 
friends, and the success of our industry was his tireless goal. 
Our family is eternally grateful and we miss him dearly.”
 
Mr. Giumarra’s commitment to the industry can best be 
illustrated by his 33-year tenure of service and leadership 
with the California Table Grape Commission, where he 
served terms both as Chairman of the Board of Directors, 
and Executive Committee Chairman. He also served 
23 years as Chair of the Export Committee, sat on the 
Executive Committee for 27 years, and was a member of the 
Intellectual Property Committee.
 
Here are some of the words and stories that our industry’s 
finest have chosen to share about Mr. Giumarra...
 

Reggie Griffin, Founder of Reggie Griffin 
Strategies and Former Senior Vice President, 

Kroger 
“I met my friend and industry leader very 
early in my career. I’ve enjoyed his stories 

of the industry, watched his innovation and 
leadership over the years, and have enjoyed 

some fabulous wines with one of my industry 
mentors. I have many great memories of my time with 
John, but a short story that truly illustrates his character, 
leadership, and mentoring is one I hold dear. Many years 
ago, our company wanted to discover more about growing 
regions and operations in Chile and beyond. Some programs 
sound great on paper, but making them happen in the 
international world of fresh produce is considerably more 
daunting.
 

Cookie Bianco, Mr. Giumarra, and Arnold Kirschman celebrating the 
evening away

The CFFA Passing of the Gavel in 2018 for outcoming Chairman 
Harold McClarty and incoming Chairman Randy Giumarra

Mr. Giumarra was always surrounded by the best people and the best 
friends
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“John’s most admirable quality as a person 
was his ability to make everyone he met 
feel important, valued, and equal.” 

—Derrick Jenkins, Director of Produce and Floral, Wakefern Food Corp.

I called two industry leaders who both had domestic and 
international operations and asked to meet with them with 
some of our senior leadership and officers. I then rang 
John and asked to meet with him as we were in California 
for other business. Without question, he accepted and 
drove down from Bakersfield to Los Angeles and met us at 
a restaurant. Needless to say, John’s information, guidance, 
and experience helped inform ‘non-perishable’ people of 
how complicated and potentially expensive it is to acquire, 
transport, and manage foreign-grown product into the U.S. 
supply chain.
 
As usual with John, we had a great dinner, wine, and 
conversation. Plus, he knew Wolfgang Puck and asked him 
to come visit us after he finished in the kitchen! Typical 
John. He knew everyone and everyone was his friend. He 
took time out of his schedule to help me assist our company 
and make a better decision. He was a mentor and a friend 
and he will be missed, but not forgotten.”
 

Kathleen Nave, President and CEO,
The California Table Grape Commission
“John has served continuously since 1985 
and has led the Export Committee for most 
of his tenure, shaping the development 

of a worldwide promotion program. As a 
member of the Executive and Intellectual 

Property Committees, John has essentially served 
as in-house counsel on many issues for many years. In his 
role on the Commission, he made a significant difference 
to the industry. I truly believe that the success the industry 
has had in exports is due in large part to his leadership. His 
focus on targeting promotion dollars, on reducing tariffs, 
on opening new markets…all paved the way for individual 
shippers to sell their grapes into a bigger, better marketplace. 
He helped create the patenting and licensing program and 
was instrumental in helping us sort through legal matters of 
all kinds. He helped create the health research program and 
was a big supporter of it and its promise. He never worked on 
the easy stuff!”

Randy Giumarra, Vice President of Sales,
Giumarra Vineyards 
“On behalf of the entire Giumarra and 
Corsaro families, I want to thank all of our 
friends and partners in the industry for their 

incredibly heartfelt outreach of love and 
support in the wake of my father’s passing. It has 

been an overwhelming tribute to the man who impacted so 
many lives, and it reinforces how blessed we are to be in this 
industry.”

 
Derrick Jenkins, Director of Produce and Floral, 

Wakefern Food Corp.
“John’s most admirable quality as a person 
was his ability to make everyone he met 
feel important, valued, and equal. John’s 

willingness to share his vast knowledge and 
experience have become personal core tenets, 

and I hope that I have adequately expressed my 
gratitude to him in our relationship for cultivating this value 
in me. John will be sorely missed as an icon in the produce 
industry and, more importantly, in this world as a wonderful 
man. I am indebted to him as a role model and will do my 
best to pay homage to his legacy by emulating his character 
in my own life.” 

John Corsaro, CEO, The Giumarra Companies
“John, Jr. was very charismatic and a diverse 
leader. His skillset included being an attorney, 
and he also had a vast understanding of 
marketing and a vision for the future. This 

was exhibited by the strong breeding program 
fostered by Giumarra Vineyards and the varieties 

that are now in the ground. But, at the end of the day, what I 
most admired about John, Jr. was his dedication to his family, 
despite a very busy schedule.” 

It is with the deepest and most humble gratitude that I have 
had the opportunity to write this for a man that I deeply 
admire and to give thanks for moments that I will always 
treasure. This is for Mr. Giumarra and his family. A gift to 
him, as he was a gift to us.
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With sustainability on the brain, industry leaders are building 
a network of earth-focused advocates to lead the charge. Sponsors of 
the California Central Coast Sustainability Exchange are some of such 
leaders, aiming to educate others through an epic event...

California Central Coast 
Sustainability Exchange
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members of the supply chain to discuss the future 
of sustainability within the produce industry, see 
what successful sustainability programs look 
like firsthand, and to network with like-minded 
individuals,” said Nikki, Founder of Measure to 
Improve and facilitator of CCCSE. “This was 
not only an opportunity to learn more about 
sustainability, but one where attendees could build 
partnerships along the supply chain.”

This past October, Nikki and the CCCSE sponsors 
brought industry leaders together in sunny Southern 
California to discuss, learn about, and make 
plans for tackling sustainability challenges. The 
event took place over the course of two days from 
Tuesday, October 15 to Wednesday, October 16, 

S
ustainability has had a dynamic 
connotation over the years—sometimes 
off-putting, sometimes engaging, and 
sometimes it might as well come from a 

foreign tongue for many who look intently at their 
bottom line. But, as Nikki Rodoni has shown us 
this year, sustainability is not just good for the 
environment, it is good for business. At the recent 
two-day California Central Coast Sustainability 
Exchange (CCCSE), the industry turned its 
attention to the challenge of sustainability supply 
chain-wide and was shown how several leading 
organizations are making a difference.   

“Our goal with the California Central Coast 
Sustainability Exchange was to create a venue for 

“Whether you are just beginning your sustainability 
journey, already leading the way, or somewhere 
in between, there is always room to learn, grow, 
and improve our efforts and strive for a more 
sustainable future.” 

- Nikki Rodoni, Founder, Measure to Improve and Facilitator of the California Central Coast Sustainability Exchange

The Limoneira Ranch in Santa Paula, California, home to the California Central  
Coast Sustainability Exchange (CCCSE)
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“As a first-time attendee, I was impressed 
by such a great lineup of events and 
content. The CCCSE offered a broad 
range of information for everyone 
in attendance, from someone just 
beginning to learn about sustainability 
to those who have been passionately 
involved from the very beginning.” 

Julie Olivarria,
Vice President of Produce, Sysco

“It was great to see grower/shippers 
developing and embracing the ideas 
of sustainability, which is an important 
platform for US Foods and our 
customers.”

Brian Burchak,
Produce Sourcing and Category 
Manager-West Region, US Foods

To gauge the success of the CCCSE, 
we asked some attendees for 
feedback on their experience.. . 

“The CCCSE was awesome! It was really 
cool to see what different sectors of 
the industry are doing to improve their 
sustainability practices. Sustainability 
is becoming a huge issue not just in 
produce, but also the world. It made 
me happy to see that every area in the 
supply chain is doing their part to improve 
their sustainability measures. The sustainability 
exchange was a great event to network with 
other companies focused on sustainability that 
I otherwise would not have met. Overall, the 
event was a slam dunk. Dinner was delicious, 
the venue was beautiful, the content was 
insightful, and everyone involved was awesome. 
I am very grateful for the opportunity to attend.”

Adan Tellez,
Buyer, 99 Cents Only Stores

and had some impressive numbers to bolster. 
During the two-day event, CCCSE hosted 
three agricultural tours, four sustainability 
video showings, and five insightful panelist 
discussions. 72 guests were in attendance on 
day one, followed by 27 guests on day two—
13 of whom were industry buyers. In case 
you questioned whether this was a party, a 
whopping 60 bottles of wine were consumed, 
adding to the 85 percent of materials that 
were reduced, reused, or recycled at the 
event.

CCCSE kicked off at the Limoneira Ranch 
in Santa Paula, California. Limoneira Senior 
Vice President and Chief Operating Officer 
Alex Teague welcomed event attendees on 
Tuesday, October 15, encouraging everyone 
to network, learn, and enjoy the event in his 
opening remarks. Later that evening, the 
company provided a Sustainability Tour that 
would make even the most festive pumpkin 
patch jealous. Attendees climbed aboard a 
hay-furnished trailer and moseyed through 
Limoneira’s lemon and Calavo’s avocado 
orchards while listening to the history 
of their many sustainability initiatives, 
including a solar panel field, Tesla battery 
installations, a natural wastewater treatment 
facility, and compost applications.

Aside from the aesthetically-pleasing 
produce that decorated the scene, CCCSE 
offered up specialty cocktails and appetizers 
featuring fruit and veggie offerings from 
grower sponsors Limoneira, Calavo Growers, 
San Miguel Produce, and Duda Farm 
Fresh Foods. As attendees trickled into the 
Ranch, an interactive graphic artist was 
hard at work depicting their perceptions of 
sustainability. While the night carried on, 
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“The CCCSE was an incredibly well-
thought-out and put-together 
event. The local flair dinner was an 
extraordinary touch complemented 
by the panelists and the conversation 

around sustainability measures. One 
of the things that struck me most was 

how broad the term ‘sustainable’ is and how 
it can be applied in so many different ways. It 
was very clear that the industry is interested, 
engaged, and passionate about continuing the 
improvement of the supply chain in sustainable 
directions.”

Nicole Hulstein,
Fruit Category Manager, Food Lion

“Sustainability has been a guiding 
force in Markon’s business 
decision making—including who 
we partner with—for the last 10 
years. Consumers are increasingly 

making purchasing decisions based 
on sustainable/recyclable/compostable 

packaging, as well as whether farmers and/or 
processors are utilizing more energy-efficient 
practices that minimize their carbon footprint. 
Attending CCCSE was a breath of fresh air. 
Listening to the sustainable changes that 
Calavo, Duda, Limoneira, San Miguel, rPlanet 
Earth, Netafim, and SCS Global Services have 
made (or are in the process of implementing), 
instilled confidence that our industry is moving 
in the right direction. The event provided 
meaningful opportunities to network with 
industry peers around a common purpose of 
meeting the needs of the present generation 
without compromising future generations’ 
needs. I look forward to Markon’s continued 
participation in the exchange.”

Mark Shaw,
Vice President of Operations, 
Markon

the artist remained with pen at the ready 
as the CCCSE panel and pop-up speakers 
mapped out the road to sustainability.

After much inspiring, dynamic, and 
engaging conversation, all returned to the 
dinner table for more local produce, because 
what are we if not enthusiastic eaters? 
Following dinner, attendees laid witness 
to a showcase of videos demonstrating 
sustainability in action.  

Calavo’s video demonstrated packaging 
innovations, which have reduced the use of 
virgin plastics and cardboard while being 
able to increase the number of avocados 
shipped per pallet. Duda honed in on 
traditional farming practices, highlighting 
crop rotation and nutrient input analysis, 
both of which tied into its Stewardship Index 
for Specialty Crops (SISC) metrics pilot, 
aimed to quantify and validate its soil health 
practices. Limoneira’s video illustrated 
its on-site water efficiency projects with a 
low-carbon, natural wastewater treatment 
operation that treats over 30 million gallons 
annually, along with a 20 percent decrease 
in water usage, thanks to on-site compost 
initiatives. A new processing facility was 
the star of San Miguel’s sustainability 
video. The company utilizes a multitude of 
energy-efficient installations, including LED 
lighting, high-efficiency condensers, variable 
frequency drives, and wastewater cooling to 
save over 130,000 kWh per year.  

The evening culminated with the 
CCCSE’s panel discussion about the road 
to sustainability supply chain-wide. The 
Produce Moms Founder and CEO, Lori 
Taylor, moderated the panel along with 
President of Atomic Brand Lab, Michael 
Hammer. Panelists included Ed Treacy, 
PMA’s Vice President of Supply Chain and 
Sustainability; Mimmo Franzone, Longo 
Brothers Fruit Markets’ Director of Produce 
and Floral; Alex Teague of Limoneira; 
Chris White, Fruitnet Media’s Managing 
Director; and Tom Stenzel, United Fresh 
Produce Association’s President and CEO. 
The panel focused on what sustainability 
means to these organizations, where the 
industry needs innovation for sustainability, 
and which sustainability issues will require a 
supply chain-wide collaboration. Following 
the panel, pop-up speakers Dana Gunders 
of Next Course, Jim Knutzon of SCS Global 
Services, Bob Daviduk of rPlanet Earth, and 
Chuck Bates of Netafim, each discussed their 
sustainable solutions to industry challenges. 
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The objective of the two fun-filled days of industry 
seminars and networking was, in fact, meant to 
uncover more about the state of sustainability in the 
produce supply chain. 

“Attendees’ key takeaway from the event was an 
understanding of how timely the subject matter 
is and how it pertains to today’s consumer and 
grower,” added Nikki. “There are many ways to 
approach sustainability; it’s not a one size fits all. 
We tried to demonstrate that when sustainability 
programs are tied to the overall business objectives, 
companies will find success, deliver efficiency and 
cost-savings, and sustainability can become a key 
differentiator.”  

The produce industry holds a particularly 
monumental responsibility to implement more 
sustainable practices that benefit the planet as 
well as products and companies. It’s not just about 
selling fruits and veggies anymore—it’s about 
using our influence for the betterment of the world. 
The Sustainability Exchange provided Central 
California companies with an opportunity to 
collaborate on plans for a more sustainable future 
across the supply chain, and we’ll be right there 
with them every step of the way.

An artist recorded CCCSE’s visualization of a road to sustainability as 
pop-up speakers presented

The morning of day two brought attendees to 
San Miguel Produce’s new processing facility in 
Oxnard, California. The company offered a tour 
of the recently-purchased and remodeled facility, 
hitting on its new energy-efficient additions along 
with a variety of produce offerings. Afterward, 
attendees trekked over to Duda Farm Fresh Foods’ 
headquarters for a tour hosted by Vice President 
Dean Diefenthaler. The tour highlighted the variety 
in Ventura County’s farming operations, as well 
as the company’s celery growing and healthy soil 
initiatives. Duda’s Farm Manager, Emilio Quezada, 
also popped in, sharing a deeper dive on the 
company’s work with SISC metrics and its efforts to 
quantify and validate sustainability practices. 

“The CCCSE was striving to be a Zero Waste 
event, which means that we reduced, reused, and 
recycled as many items as possible,” explained 
Nikki. “We were successful in keeping nearly 85 
percent of materials from the landfill. While we 
were targeting a 90 percent diversion rate, we are 
proud to share our progress and use it as a reminder 
that sustainability is a journey. Whether you are 
just beginning your sustainability journey, already 
leading the way, or somewhere in between, there is 
always room to learn, grow, and improve our efforts 
and strive for a more sustainable future.”
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D
ates really do dabble in the best of both worlds: delicious 
and nutritious. While they have been associated with 
specific holidays in the past, like Ramadan, the treat has 
become a year-round asset for produce departments that 

want to diversify their produce destinations and, by extension 
of that, their shopper demographics. There is a palate to be 
tapped here, and retailers who do not want to be left behind—
look to this category to grow the possibilities...
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“From date shakes and savory recipes to healthy and convenient snacking 
opportunities, the date category has been on the rise as it breaks the mold 
around a singular holiday-centric buy to a year-round specialty food offering. I 
personally love to eat dates just as they are and find that they truly cover the 
bases for many consumers who demand both indulgence and healthy food 
options in their diets. You cannot beat the flavor of dates, and today’s shoppers 
are looking for that kind of differentiation at their retail destination.”

FOUNDER, ATLAS PRODUCE AND FRESH ENERGY ™
Robert Dobrzanski

“Growing up, dates were always up there with prunes for me—the food you ate 
if you were old and needed fiber. However, I remember walking a tradeshow 
with my mom after college and as we walked by a date supplier booth, she 
said ‘Let’s go get a date!’ I said ‘Ew, gross,’ but she described it like ‘nature’s 
caramel.’ That intrigued me, and that first bite of that date made a date-lover 
out of me! They are sweet, indulgent, and flavorful. All guilt free!”

DIRECTOR OF SALES, FRIEDA’S SPECIALTY PRODUCE
Alex Berkley

SALES AND OPERATIONS MANAGER, SUNDATE, LLC
DJ Ryan

“We had near-perfect growing conditions for this season’s Medjools, with plenty 
of warm weather and no precipitation at harvest, so quality is very good. Dates, 
like many traditional holiday items, need to be put in a visible location paired 
with similar fruits or baking items. But the healthy aspects of dates combined 
with their being so sweet makes them a great substitute for refined sugar and 
less natural sweeteners, which is helping them to become more noticed as 
healthy trends continue to rise. For retailers, it’s about getting dates out in front of 
consumers to remind them to make that purchase.”

VICE PRESIDENT OF SALES, CHURCH BROTHERS FARMS
Jeff Church

“I try to be on my bicycle as much as possible. Dates are a perfect produce-
centered way of keeping energy up while not having to think about what 
I am eating, and I’m sure many others living an active lifestyle, inside and 
outside of the produce industry, feel the same. Being as naturally sweet as 
they are, dates are great to enjoy while still being able to ‘walk the walk’ as a 
member of the produce industry—a win-win!”
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“People are consuming dates whether they realize it or not! They’re hot right now, 
particularly the organic medjool date, which historically is known as the King of 
Dates. Why was Djokavic chowing down a medjool in the 12th tie break of fifth set 
at Wimbledon? The medjool date has more potassium per weight than a banana!  
They’re considered a superfruit for a reason: dates are full of fiber, vitamins, 
minerals and electrolytes; notably potassium and magnesium. Parents love them 
because they’re a healthy snack for kids and kids actually love them.  That’s why, 
at Joolies, we call them California Palm Tree Candy™!”

CEO, JOOLIES ORGANIC MEDJOOL DATES
Mark Masten

“The date category is especially attractive because of the significant growth it 
has achieved and the room it still has to continue that trajectory. There are so 
many people who eat dates daily in bars and bites, created with date-based 
recipes. Converting those consumers to whole date purchasers presents an 
incredible opportunity for our growers to exponentially grow demand. It’s 
about educating the consumer on the benefits and uses of dates to get them 
to buy into the category year-round. For example, my favorite date recipe is 
bacon-wrapped dates stuffed with blue cheese.”

BRAND MANAGER, NATURAL DELIGHTS
David Baxter

EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT, 
RENAISSANCE FOOD GROUP

Raina Nelson

“Medjool dates are a staple at Tour de Fresh nutrition stops. The date snacks are 
like a delicious version of a Mario Power Up! They provide an incredible source of 
sustained energy and potassium that fuel our bodies during the strenuous rides—
they are a perfect fresh produce snack for Tour de Fresh and fuel our mission to 
bring salad bars to children across America. I know I lose count of how many dates 
I enjoy during the Tour de Fresh. They’re definitely a rider favorite!”
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In a medium saucepan, add orange juice, allspice, clove, and cinnamon stick 
and simmer for 10 minutes.

Remove spices by straining and return mixture to pan. Then add cacao powder, 
coconut sugar, and non-dairy milk to the prepared orange juice mixture. Whisk 
to combine.

Warm on low heat and then pour into mug.

Top with coconut whipped cream, orange zest, and cinnamon and enjoy!

To learn more about Limoneira, visit www.lemonsforlife.com

1

2

3
4

ORANGE-SPICED HOT COCOA

¼ cup Limoneira navel orange juice, 
freshly squeezed

2 cups non-dairy milk
1 tsp whole allspice
1 tsp whole clove
1 cinnamon stick
3 tbsp coconut sugar
3 tbsp cacao powder
Optional: coconut whipped cream

Prep Time: 5 min
Cook Time: 15 min
Servings: 1

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Limoneira®

Navel Oranges
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F rom tart kumquat to tender eggplant, 
crisp snow peas to craveable ginger, 
Asian fruits and vegetables have been 
gaining ground in the U.S. as consumers 

look to global cuisines for palate-expanding 
offerings. And with Chinese New Year—or Spring 
Festival—coming up and the Year of the Rat boding 
big appetites, produce departments can stoke sales 
with supplies of these categories...
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Napa Cabbage
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.

Buddha’s Hand
Though it looks to be more of a Halloween-suited 
fruit, this item is one of the oldest citrus fruits 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.

Chinese Eggplant
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.

Chinese Long Beans
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.
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Opo Squash
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. 

Gai Lan | Chinese Broccoli

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

Dau Miu | Snow Pea Shoots

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

Baby Bok Choy and 
Shanghai Bok Choy
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 
size (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. 
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Kumquats
Literally translated to “golden orange” in Chinese, 
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.

Water Chestnut
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.

Ginger
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.

Daikon Radish
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 poignant and the top is 
the sweetest.

Snow Peas
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.

SOURCE | Information provided by AndNowUKnow and The Snack Asian 
Produce Contributors
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SUSTAINABILITY EXPERTS
FOR THE PRODUCE INDUSTRY

WE CAN HELP YOU
GET STARTED

WHAT IS
SUSTAINABILITY?

www.measuretoimprovellc.com

PEOPLE

PLANET PROFIT

SUSTAINABILITY The ultimate measure of sustainability is our 
ability to meet the needs of today without 

compromising the ability for future generations 
to meet their needs. To truly define something 

as sustainable we must consider the impacts on 
People, the Planet and Profits.

WHAT IS YOUR
SUSTAINABILITY STRATEGY?

Sustainability can be complex, difficult to both quantify and communicate. Measure to Improve 
has identified the top twelve Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) that cover the most critical 

aspects of sustainable agriculture. KPIs are quantitative to help you set, measure, and reach 
your sustainability goals as well as communicate your progress.



KIKU® is a registered trademark of KIKU® 
Srl-GmbH, Italy, not an apple variety. 
Kanzi® is a registered trademark of GKE-NV. 
Envy™ and Pacific Rose™ are registered 
trademarks of ENZAFRUIT, New Zealand 
International Ltd. Smitten® is a registered 
trademark owned by Prevar Limited, 
Hastings, Hastings, New Zealand.

APPLES. PEARS. CHERRIES. ORGANICS.
www.cmiorchards.com | Ph. (509) 663-1955 | Wenatchee, WA

4 Organic Branded (e.g. organic KIKU®, Kanzi®, Ambrosia Gold®, Smitten® and Envy™)

3 Organic Core (e.g. organic Fuji, Gala, Granny Smith...)

2 Conventional Branded (e.g. KIKU®, Kanzi®, Ambrosia Gold® and more)

1 Conventional Core (e.g. Fuji, Gala, Granny Smith...)

WITH A FOURTH TIER OF SELLING:

Organics just got ultra premium...

SPECIALTY
ORGANICS




