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Jordan Okumura
Editor in Chief
AndNowUKnow and The Snack Magazine

even tip the scales, this industry up-and-comer has dug her 
passionate roots in at one of Washington State’s leading 
treefruit operations as she helps shift the perspective of the 
next generation of produce storytellers.

In that same vein, Scott Bennett of Jewel-Osco contributes 
his story to the rising voice of our industry today as a 

buy-side vet who sees evolution as imperative to 
survival, and artistry as a requirement of the 

game at hand. There is only one way for a 
retailer grounded in the Chicago, Illinois, 
landscape to thrive, and that is by building 
a team of creative individuals who know 
how to break and bend the rules in order 
to make them great. 

With our eyes set on the future, it is more 
important than ever to bring our strengths 

together to solidify our standing in the food 
space of today. Industry members including Southeast 

Produce Council’s David Sherrod and marketing 
consultancy firm tristanmichele™’s Tristan Simpson are 
collectively honing in on the produce powerhouses that 
can raise the tide. While Tristan tips her hat from the U.S. 
West Coast and folks like David take in the landscape from 
the Southeast, we see differences like these as opportunities 
to build bridges through space, story, time, and these pages.

The benefit of being us here at AndNowUKnow and The 
Snack is that, like Rich Dachman dreams, we have the 
ability to collapse the space between competitors and 
business models and, instead, hold true to one simple fact: 
We are all in this together.

2005 Capitol Ave., Sacramento CA 95811

EDITOR’S LETTER

here is a story that happens by 
chance—a story that is carried 
around inside of a person for years 
before it can be told. There are 

other stories as well, ones that can happen 
with a deep intention when you fold together 
a text full of voices, ideas, faces, and 
histories. The pages we create 
begin to speak to each other—

the forest for the trees, if you 
will. That is the beauty of a 

magazine. There are the stories we each 
write, and there are the tales you each tell. 
Then there is the one that comes together 
as a collective hum—a rich narrative fire 
that is sparked by the community that set it 
aflame. 

Fully in the embrace of a new decade, 2019 seems 
a mere glimmer in the rearview mirror. The beauty of 
storytelling inside a world of time passing is that we can 
create a pause in a fleeting moment for a story to live—call 
it one version of living immortal. To welcome the new year, 
Snack Magazine-style, we bring you a wealth of friends who 
are helping to revive the tired foundation of a once slow-to-
progress industry. The benefit of the size and weight of our 
strength is that all we really need to start doing is simply 
get the rock rolling downhill. So, let’s call these leaders in 
these February Snack pages our momentum.

It would be hard to call a person like Rich Dachman 
anything other than pure momentum. As our industry 
seeks to impact real, scalable change, people like Rich 
will help to negotiate the rules of the game and propel 
progress forward. Now the CEO of the nonprofit Brighter 
Bites, his time at the helm is sure to materialize change on 
unprecedented levels, and we look to him here for his vision 
and care.

Also a part of the tribe of innovators bringing fresh 
perspectives to the landscape is Stemilt Growers’ Brianna 
Shales. With a marketing vision that perceives the needs of 
the ever-changing consumer buying behaviors before they 
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A special thanks to the people who helped make it all happen:

Our employees, founders, suppliers, and you.
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SEPC
THE GOLDEN RULE
Southern charm isn’t restricted by region or 
by category, as Council President and CEO 
David Sherrod details while giving insight 
into what has propelled the Southeast Produce 
Council’s success…

FEATURES

TRISTANMICHELE™
MARKETING AN UNDERDOG
There’s more to the makings of  Tristan 
Simpson than meets the eye. Now, she’s telling 
her story, starting from her unusual childhood 
and winding through her time in the produce 
big leagues. As she enters the next stage in her 
career, we get the exclusive scoop on how an 
underdog mindset continues to differentiate 
her brand and persona…

85
IFCO
RETHINKING THE WHOLE 
PACKAGE
Round and round and round it goes, where 
it stops, Craig Kelly knows. Giving new 
meaning to “reduce, reuse, recycle,” the 
packaging company’s Vice President of  
Grower Sales North America details the value 
of  eco-friendly innovation and how that level 
of  sustainability can lead to dollar signs…

90
JEWEL-OSCO
CHICAGO’S CROWN JEWEL
As much a gem as its name entails, this retail 
chain has garnered a loyal following in the 
decades it has served the Chicago, Illinois, 
market. Produce Sales and Merchandising 
Manager Scott Bennett walks us through 
strategy, innovation, and more…

62

24

STEMILT GROWERS
CREATIVE TO THE CORE
Brianna Shales is one marketing up-and-
comer who is part writer, part dreamer, part 
leader, and all apple lover. Sometimes the 
road we start on changes infinitely, and hers 
most certainly did…

48
CHILEAN FRESH FRUIT 
ASSOCIATION 
WHEREVER THE WIND BLOWS
Spending her first years of  adulthood in 
Asia was never the plan for Karen Brux, and 
neither was joining the produce industry. This 
Managing Director’s prowess spans continents 
and categories, with serendipity leading the 
way to success…

27
FRESH FOOD GROUP
UNPARALLELED AGILITY
These days, consumers are busy folks, and 
they need fresh, healthy fuel to feed their fire. 
Fresh Food Group has endeavored to meet 
this increasing demand by teaming up with 
convenience-focused companies. Doug Burris 
explains all in this exclusive Q&A…

33
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Nobody puts Mother Earth in a 
corner—which is why Veg-
Fresh Farms is changing the 
tune of the buy-side with a 

new sustainable packaging line.
 
This February and beyond, Cupid’s 
quiver will be stocked with the two 
innovative designs that complete the 
Earth Check packaging line: the Earth 
Check Window Box and the Earth 
Check Open Pints. With these designs 
in tow, there’s no way Cupid’s arrows 
won’t land as consumers realize 
there’s nothing to hate about Veg-
Fresh Farms’ Earth Check packaging—
not even close, not even a little bit, not 
even at all.
 
Both of the unique designs read like 
an open love letter to our planet. 
And, plastics? Veg-Fresh Farms 
doesn’t know her, as the line is made 
from non-bleached, lightweight, 
100-percent recycled paperboard 
that is sourced from local mills. The 
material is even moisture resistant, 
which will introduce consumers to 
their new one true pairing (OTP): the 
Earth Check Window Box and 
organic produce like sweet 
grape tomatoes.
 
If you look for it, I’ve got a 
sneaky feeling that love is 
all around—and, these days, 
nothing is stronger than 
shoppers’ love for sustainability. 
This is one key reason why Veg-
Fresh Farms’ new packaging will be a 
hit across retail…because if you’re a 
bird, I’m a bird—or, rather, if shoppers 
are sustainable, then growers like 
Veg-Fresh Farms are going to be 
sustainable, too. Okay? Okay.

A Closer Look at
Veg-Fresh Farms Earth 
Check Packaging
By Kayla Webb
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T he golden rule in the South is to do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you—without expecting anything in 
return. Southerners don’t give or dole out favors as an 
obligation, but instead do it out of  courtesy, respect, and 
compassion. We treat the people we meet like they are 

family—there are no strangers, just friends we haven’t met yet. 

This is the foundation that has made the Southeast Produce Council 
(SEPC) stand out for the past 20 years. It is not a gimmick or a mar-
keting tactic; it is a sincere compassion for others that is ingrained in 
the purpose of  the organization.

Around this time last year, the Southeast Produce Council was 
preparing to celebrate its 20th anniversary and accomplishments 
within itself. This year, however, SEPC is turning its focus not on 
what it has received and how it has grown, but instead on what 
it provides and how it makes a difference in the communities 
within and surrounding our industry. SEPC’s Chairman of  
the Board, Brandon Parker of  Shuman Farms, has chosen a 
platform of  service entitled, “Make a Difference” during his 

By The Snack Editorial Contributor

David Sherrod
President and CEO, Southeast Produce Council
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“Do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you.”

- The Golden Rule -
term. He is at the helm of  this vision of  looking past what we 
can get out of  Southern Exposure 2020 to feature what we can 
give back.

Through our SEPC Cares initiative, we are committed to sup-
porting our Southeastern communities through the generous giv-
ing of  our passionate members’ time, energy, and resources. We 
work with fellow nonprofit organizations to educate people of  all 
ages about the benefits of  healthy eating and the consumption of  
fresh fruits and vegetables in order to make a positive impact on 
the lives of  children and families. 

We are actively involved with the following organizations:

– Arnold Palmer Hospital for Children –
SEPC is proud to provide funding each year, including sponsor-
ing its annual Healthy Lifestyles Camp as well as the Walk for 
Winnie, to help make sure those visiting this hospital get the best 
care possible.

– Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta –
SEPC supports the Children’s Healthcare of  Atlanta Strong4Life 
Superhero Sprint each June in Atlanta, Georgia, through the 
donation of  volunteer hours, products, and fundraising.

– Palmer Home for Children –
Through SEPC’s participation in the Palmer Home for Chil-
dren’s annual Radiothon fundraiser, we are able to donate 
matching funds to aid in its Ag Literacy Program. We are also 
planning to contribute to its installation of  greenhouses and 
planting beds.

– Paul Anderson Youth Home (PAYH) –
SEPC has been able to help donate funds and bring projects 
like the Goodness Garden to life to help supply fresh fruits and 
vegetables. The boys are also taught about horticulture and 
the basic care and nurturing needed to grow produce. We have 
also provided resources and man hours to build a chicken coop 
for the boys and continue to support the solid foundation and 

life education PAYH is instilling in each and every one of  those 
young men.

– Society of St. Andrew –
Through our partnership with Society of  St. Andrew, we are 
able to do our part to help feed America’s hungry. In addition 
to financial support, as well as disaster relief  donations, SEPC 
is honored to work with the Society of  St. Andrew to donate all 
leftover product from Southern Exposure and Southern Inno-
vations each year to help those who are hungry in the Southeast. 
To date, the SEPC has become the largest distributor of  fresh 
fruits and vegetables to the needy in the Tampa and Orlando, 
Florida, areas.

“The platform of  ‘Make a Difference’ is at the heart of  who we 
are at SEPC. From cause marketing, to sustainability in our 
work environment, to lending a helping hand to a community or 
organization in need, or even just putting a smile on a co-worker 
or family member’s face when they’re having a bad day…we all 
have so many opportunities to give back. This council continues 
to give selflessly, whether it be for its members, the communities 
we represent, or in providing the latest information on trending 
topics in our industry, the SEPC truly ‘makes a difference.’ So, I 

want to challenge everyone to Make a Difference 
in our industry and communities.” 

Brandon Parker
SEPC Chairman of the Board

Such grateful giving will be highlighted throughout Southern Ex-
posure, from an SEPC University educational session on cause-
based marketing to encouragement for exhibitors to feature 
how they make a difference within their booth display during 
the exposition. The SEPC feels that by issuing this challenge to 
exhibitors, we will in turn create a more familial atmosphere as 
exhibitors and attendees alike find common ground in serving 
others for the greater good of  our industry and our world.
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By Melissa De Leon

A Q&A With Karen Brux
Managing Director,

Chilean Fresh Fruit Association

Wherever 
the Wind 
Blows

W
e are our experiences: How we emerge 
gives us both an awareness of what we are 
capable of and a roadmap to where we can 
improve. We use these gifts, unconsciously 
or consciously, as we move forward 

through our winding journeys. For Karen Brux, a woman 
who started out in a small Wisconsin village, the desire to 
try something different whisked her away to Taiwan for a 
decade before landing her squarely in fresh produce.

Whimsy met determination, and 30 years later, many 
seemingly random interactions have come together to 
form a beautiful lineage of experience that has enabled 
the Managing Director for the Chilean Fresh Fruit 
Association (CFFA) to bounce from category to category, 
culture to culture, and not only assimilate, but help break 
barriers between markets.

Intrigued how all these pieces come together in such a 
fashion? Get a little cozier in your chair as I take you 
along a story worth knowing.
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“As a marketer, you need to 
ask yourself what you can talk 
about that’s different. Taste? 
Health? Great, but everyone else 
is also doing that. What are the 
points of differentiation?”
- Karen Brux, Managing Director, Chilean Fresh Fruit Association

MELISSA DE LEON: FOR 
FUN, LET’S START IN 
THE MIDDLE WITH 
HOW YOU ENDED UP 
IN TAIWAN.

KAREN BRUX: I knew 
I wanted to study another 
foreign language beyond 
Spanish in college, but 
I wasn’t sure what. I 
remember looking at all the class options, and 
Chinese popped out at me for some reason. 
It certainly was different (who was studying 
Chinese in 1985?) and that led me down a path 
I would never have expected. I ended up going 
to Taiwan a couple of times during college, 
and then applied for a post-graduate program, 
expecting to be there a year. I stayed for ten.

Did I know what I was doing? No, I was maybe 
22 at the time! But I was in the perfect place 
at the perfect time. There was so much trade 
going on and there were great opportunities for 

“foreigners” who were fluent in both Chinese and 
English. I learned things can fall into place as 
long as you follow your heart.

1

MD: SPEAKING OF TRADE, DID YOU 
DIVE INTO PRODUCE STRAIGHT AWAY? 
HOW DID THIS PATH LEAD TO A CAREER 
IN OUR INDUSTRY?

KB: I never intended for Chinese to lead into 
the world of produce—I probably didn’t know 
what “produce” meant growing up, to be honest! 
I started working for a local sales promotion 
company helping write English proposals and 
translating for international clients, but also 
doing entry-level work of all kinds. It put me in 
a lot of different positions to meet people while 

2

MD: WHAT WERE THOSE EARLY DAYS 
LIKE VERSUS WHAT YOU ARE DOING 
NOW FOR THE CHILEAN FRESH FRUIT 
ASSOCIATION?

KB: Well, after a few years, I was asked to 
open an office in Taiwan for the New Zealand 
Kiwifruit Marketing Board. I was in my mid-
twenties and didn’t really know if I was ready for 
it, but they believed in me, so I worked harder 
than ever and just figured things out! Some 
days I was in a suit meeting with agencies about 
marketing plans for Greater China, and other 
days I was walking through hot, smelly wholesale 
markets in a t-shirt and shorts, talking with 
everyone who was selling our fruit. There was 
no set pattern to my job…I just did what was 
needed to drive sales. But it was just one fruit 
that I was marketing. The role I have through 
the CFFA is completely different—so dynamic 
and ever-changing. Many in the industry have a 
segment or a category, but in my role I wear a lot 
of different hats, working with multiple categories 
throughout the year.

My challenge right now is to work wholly on each 
program while moving from category to category. 
I have been in this position now for eight years 
and am lucky to be working with a team in Chile 
that gives me a fair amount of autonomy to do 
what I think will be most successful. I’m also 
supported by amazing merchandisers and staff in 
North America.

3

I was learning a variety of skill sets. During this 
time, I met someone who was working for an 
international ad agency looking for an individual 
with sales promotion experience.

That’s how it all started. I was hired to work on 
the New Zealand Kiwifruit account specifically, 
which everyone now knows as Zespri.

MELISSA DE LEON

28 / FEB 2020

VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY



S
erendipity is a sweet wind, and if there is 
anything I have learned from this time 
with Karen, it is to go wherever that wind 
blows you.

4

MD: HOW HAS YOUR MULTI-FACETED 
BACKGROUND HELPED YOU TO TELL 
THAT STORY?

KB: As a marketer, you need to ask yourself what 
you can talk about that’s different. Taste? Health? 
Great, but everyone else is also doing that. What 
are the points of differentiation?

When it comes to Chile, there’s a huge 
opportunity to showcase what makes it a natural 
choice for premium fruit. It’s an amazing country, 
but how much do people know about it? Before I 
even started working with the CFFA, we would 
host annual trips for produce buyers, but they’ve 
evolved into more than just business trips. We 
travel to places and arrange outings that really 
bring the people, the country, and the growing 
regions to life, creating an emotional connection 
with the Chilean fruit industry. How do we 
bring that feeling to the many industry members 
and consumers who can’t visit Chile? Social 
media has really helped us tell of that experience 
through short videos and stories. 

5

MD: HAS YOUR APPROACH TO DRIVING 
SALES OF CHILEAN FRUIT CHANGED 
THROUGHOUT THE YEARS? IF SO, HOW?

KB: The role has changed because the market 
has changed over the past several years. For 
example, there was a time where certain supply 
windows belonged to Chile, and that is no longer 
the case. Wholesalers, retailers, and everyone 
in the distribution of our fruit have options they 
didn’t have when I started, so promotions that 
used to be a lot more commodity focused are now 
transitioning to a brand focus. We are doing a lot 
more to connect both the trade and consumers 
with the country and the growers, and we’re 
telling the story of our fruit.

MD: WHERE WOULD YOU SAY THE 
FORTIFICATION TO FACE DOWN 
SO MANY UNKNOWNS HAS COME 
FROM, AND HOW WOULD YOU ADVISE 
BUDDING PRODUCE PROFESSIONALS?

KB: Currently I’m going to a leadership class 
with my son, and the man leading the class 
continues to reinforce that success is 10 percent 
experience, 90 percent attitude—I think my 
attitude got me to where I am today. I’ll never 
forget what a former HR manager said to us: “If 
you’re gonna have a go, have a good go, because 
it might be the only go you get.” I’ve had a lot of 
people who have trusted me and empowered me 
to take things into my own hands, but I’ve also 
had the drive and determination to keep moving 
forward. “I can’t” is not part of my vocabulary.

As for what I would love to impart on others, 
do your best at whatever job you have, but also 
remember to take care of yourself. There was a 
period in my life where I forgot that, and when a 
job suddenly ended, I was lost. Also, when things 
get overwhelming, just sit back and breathe in 
and out. There’s really something to all these 
mindfulness classes my kids are getting in school!

6

MD: WHAT IS IT ABOUT OUR INDUSTRY 
THAT HAS KEPT YOU PASSIONATE 
ABOUT PRODUCE? DID YOU EVER THINK 
OF GOING TO ANOTHER INDUSTRY?

KB: I did consider coming back to the U.S. 
in those initial years and going the corporate 
route, but I was happy where I was and wanted 
to continue down this path. I have been in the 
world of produce now for over 30 years, and I 
love promoting something that is fresh, healthy, 
and good for everyone. But to be honest, it’s 
the people that keep me here. I am continually 
grateful for the generous, kind-hearted people 
I’ve met in our industry and the great friendships 
I’ve built throughout the years. I never planned 
to be a part of this big family that is the produce 
business, but I love it.

7

“I never planned 
to be a part 
of this big 
family that is the 
produce business, 
but I love it.”
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Preheat oven to 400° F.  Place squash on an oiled baking sheet, cut-side down. 
Bake squash for about 40 min, or until tender. Remove from oven and let cool. 

Lightly oil skillet. Stir ground beef. Add onion and garlic. After the meat, 
onion, and garlic are cooked, add Italian-style diced tomatoes. Reduce heat to 
low and stir. Add salt and pepper to taste.

Scrape insides of squash into strands with a fork and plate. Top with meat 
sauce. Garnish with basil, oregano, and grated Parmesan cheese. 

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

1

2

3

SPAGHETTI SQUASH PASTA WITH MEAT SAUCE

1 LIV Organic spaghetti squash, halved 
and seeded

1 lb ground beef
14.5 oz can Italian-style diced tomatoes
1 small onion, chopped
2 cloves garlic, minced
Salt and pepper, to taste

For garnish: Basil, oregano, Parmesan 
cheese

Prep Time: 20 min
Cook Time: 40 min
Serves: 4

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?LIV Organic 
Spaghetti Squash
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Taking day trips from Toronto to 
Buffalo to get some red velvet Oreos 
is a good indication of my obsession.

9 An exhilarating and  
exciting way to work out.

2

LILA BAIG
Marketing Coordinator, Catania Worldwide

MY FAVORITE THINGS

In this industry, excitement is easy to come by and there’s 
something new to learn every day. Lila Baig has been blessed with 
these gifts in her current position, and she is forever grateful for her 
team at Catania Worldwide. But besides her palpable love for her 

job, we had to know, what are a few of her favorite things?

1 The love of my 
life, my dog.

7

Tacos

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

Jordy

Quarter Pounder BLT

Oreos

Family

Greenbay Packers

6 Algonquin Park

The Canadian Rocky 
Mountains

Spin Class

Salty and oily goodness.

My sisters, Naveen and Sara, and 
my parents, Safia and Azher.

“

3 I love climbing in the Rockies. 
The challenge is an adventure 
and the reward is that amazing 
view from the top!

 My favorite season is football.

4

“

“

6 Where I took my first hike and 
camped for the first time—
falling in love with nature.

Authentic Mexican 
tacos are the key to 
my heart.

”

”

”8

5

With Jordan Okumura
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Convenience may be one of  the fastest-growing trends 
of  the century. Due to increasing demands for easy, 
healthy, and sustainable offerings, retail and foodservice 
experts alike have begun to pivot toward this fold in the 

market. While the new-age consumers are daunting to many of  
us, there are entire organizations that have dedicated their efforts 
to perfecting the concept of  convenience. Imagine that—there 
are experts dedicated solely to developing on-trend solutions for 
fresh-focused companies that are in the market for convenience. 
Talk about a godsend.

One entity in particular comes to mind as it has wooed a handful 
of  companies in order to leverage insights across 17 prominent 
categories in the fresh produce industry. If  you haven’t already 
guessed, I’m talking about North American solutions provider 
Fresh Food Group (FFG). With custom packaging, efficiency, 
fresh-cut offerings, and a comprehensive line of  products in tow, 
FFG is in a league of  its own. I tapped our friend Doug Burris, 
Executive Vice President of  Sales, Marketing, and Purchasing, to 
find out how the company’s vision has driven its success. 

U n p a r a l l e l e d

AGILITYAGILITY
U n p a r a l l e l e d

A Q&A WITH DOUG BURRIS, EXECUTIVE VICE 
PRESIDENT OF SALES, MARKETING, AND PURCHASING, FRESH 

FOOD GROUP

BY CHANDLER JAMES
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CJ: WHAT IS THE GROUP’S VALUE PROPOSITION AND 
HOW DOES THE TEAM SEE RELATIONSHIP-BUILDING AS 
AN ESSENTIAL PART OF THIS BUSINESS MODEL?

DB: Most of  our packaging is custom designed for fresh-cut. 
We work with our partners closely to ensure that we utilize 

shelf  space in the most efficient manner. This allows 
them to offer more variety in space that is limited. Our 
geographic footprint enables frequent and low-mile 
deliveries to distribution centers across the country. 
While most of  our products are sold under private 
labels, we provide fresh-made meal solutions through 
our Freshly Crafted brand. Freshly Crafted creates 

fresh, gourmet deli salads, prepared foods, soups, 
dressings, and other home meal replacement solutions.

Relationship-building is essential to our business model. 
Strong relationships with our retail partners are critical. 
In the world of  fresh, the speed to the shelf  is measured 
in hours, not days. Our relationships enable us to work 
quickly. This helps our partners adapt to ever-changing 
consumer preferences.

CHANDLER JAMES: 
HOW DOES FFG’S VISION 
DIFFERENTIATE THE COMPANY 
WITHIN THE FRESH PRODUCE 

INDUSTRY, AND HOW WILL 
THAT VISION HELP THE TEAM 

REALIZE THEIR GOALS?

DOUG BURRIS: FFG was created in response to strong 
consumer demand for fresh, on-the-go convenience. It combines 
three best-in-class organizations with complementary production 
and products: Country Fresh is a leading provider of  fresh-cut 
fruit, apple slices, vegetables, and fresh snacking solutions; Sun 
Rich cuts and prepares made-to-order fresh fruit for foodservice; 
and Tiffany Gate creates, manufactures, and delivers freshly 
prepared foods to some of  the largest retail and foodservice 
companies in North America. We have the united fresh-cut 
expertise, prepared food capabilities, and expanded geographic 
presence to become a full-service, fresh solutions partner 
for retail, foodservice, club, and convenience stores. FFG is 
committed to bringing together innovation experts to develop 
new, proprietary products that meet customers’ needs.

CJ: HOW DO YOU DEFINE YOUR KEY 
AUDIENCE OR CUSTOMER BASE?

DB: We serve some of  the most 
successful brands across the retail, 
foodservice, and industrial channels. 
FFG is proud to be entrusted as 
a manufacturer of  private label 
programs for many major retail 
and foodservice companies in the 
country. Our mission is to provide an 
experience unparalleled in quality and 
freshness in the most socially and fiscally 
responsible way possible. We aim to 
create extraordinary value as a market 
leader, providing safe, convenient, and 
delicious fresh food solutions.

DOUG BURRIS, 
EVP OF SALES, 

MARKETING, AND 
PURCHASING 

“FFG IS COMMITTED TO 
BRINGING TOGETHER 
INNOVATION EXPERTS 
TO DEVELOP NEW, 
PROPRIETARY 
PRODUCTS THAT MEET 
CUSTOMERS’ NEEDS.”

- Doug Burris, Executive Vice President of Sales, 
Marketing, and Purchasing, Fresh Food Group

FRESH FOOD GROUP HAS EXTENSIVE QUALITY 
CONTROL MEASURES TO ENSURE THE HIGHEST 
SAFETY STANDARDS
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CJ: CAN YOU EXPLAIN FFG’S AGILITY PHILOSOPHY? 
HOW DOES THE COMPANY FULFILL ITS MISSION OF 
BRINGING MORE VALUE TO THE SHELF?

DB: A cornerstone of  the FFG philosophy is agility. We partner 
across channels with retailers, clubs, C-stores, and foodservice 
operators to develop products tailored to their customers and 
consumers. We also work with our partners closely to ensure that 
we utilize shelf  space most efficiently. This allows them to offer 
more variety in a limited space. 
 
CJ: HOW HAVE YOU SEEN FOOD AND BUYING TRENDS 
EVOLVE ON THE SHELF IN RECENT YEARS?

DB: We continue to see definite trends in snacking, side dishes, 
ready-to-go meals, and meal kits. Demand is high for products 
that add to the convenience value proposition. Consequently, 
fresh-cut/value-added produce is moving farther down the 
processing continuum. Our goal is to get the product as close 
to the final state as feasible, making it as convenient as possible. 
This requires continued investment in research and development, 
cooking technologies, and packaging design.
 
Savvy retailers are investing heavily in perimeter departments as 
new categories are merging and sometimes undefined. Fresh-cut 
is expanding beyond produce and into other departments, such 
as deli. Moreover, consumer tastes and trends change rapidly. As 
a result, fresh-cut partners must be agile enough to adapt quickly 
to an ever-changing ecosystem. Fresh products and packaging 
must also be geared toward omnichannel shopping with the rise 
of  e-commerce, delivery, and online grocery pickup.
 
Finally, consumers have increasing expectations about food 
safety and quality. FFG has extensive quality control measures to 
ensure the highest standards for safe, high-quality products.

I may think twice the next time I snag a cup of  pre-cut fruit 
on my lunch break. Not only out of  respect for the process, 
but out of  amazement for how this offering has changed 
my life. Thinking back now, I’ve been relishing in the ease 

of  convenience since my mom was incorporating it into my 
school lunches. Little did I know, the tiny pack of  apples I 
enjoyed almost daily were thoughtfully curated by a team with 
a clear path to its end goal. It was a team driven primarily by 
innovation—a Dream Team, if  you will. But in this industry, we 
call it Fresh Food Group.

“OUR GOAL IS TO GET THE PRODUCT AS 
CLOSE TO THE FINAL STATE AS FEASIBLE, 
MAKING IT AS CONVENIENT AS POSSIBLE.” 

FRESH FOOD GROUP PACKAGING IS STRATEGICALLY 
DESIGNED FOR FRESH-CUT PRODUCE
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In a large mixing bowl, whisk together all the ingredients for the vinaigrette. 

Gently fold in the sliced grapes, ensuring they are thoroughly coated with the 
vinaigrette. Marinate for 10 minutes.

Crumble Gorgonzola on top of the marinated grapes. Spoon the mixture on 
top of the toasted bread slices, serve, and enjoy!

To learn more about Giumarra and Nature’s Partner, visit giumarra.com

1
2

3

bruschetta

3 cups (1 clamshell pack) of Nature’s 
Partner Mystic Treat red seedless 
grapes, washed, dried, and sliced

½ cup crumbled Gorgonzola cheese
20 slices of baguette or bread of choice, 

toasted

vinaigrette

2 tbsp freshly-squeezed lemon juice
1 tbsp sherry or champagne vinegar
1 tsp Dijon mustard
1 tbsp chopped fresh tarragon
1 small garlic clove, finely minced
¼ cup extra virgin olive oil
2 tbsp pistachio or pumpkin seed oil
Sea salt, to taste
Freshly-ground black pepper, to taste

Prep Time: 15 min
Servings: 6-8 

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

MYSTIC TREAT GRAPE BRUSCHETTA

Mystic Treat® Grapes
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Great merchandising is a 
combination of art and 
science—tapping an eye for 
the aesthetically alluring while 
calculating the cost benefits of 
space and product. How consumers 
move, shop, taste, and touch 
is as much a part of a category 
program as the price. Some of 
the best of the best in the apple 
category bring their merchandisers 
here this February to showcase 
value and vibrancy in the produce 
department…
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Brianna Shales

“Stemilt is bringing its family farms to your stores through 
our Family Farm Display, a new pop-up display bin designed 
to be the perfect anchor to a long or block display of our 
high-graphic apple cartons. The new bin has a simple and 
modern design and features the Mathison family that has 
grown apples and pears for six generations.”

Senior Marketing Manager, Stemilt Growers

Andy Tudor

“Organic sales are trending up, and more than one-third of 
all apple consumers buy organic apples at least once or 
more per year. Space is a limiting factor in most produce 
departments and secondary display bins allow retailers 
to add additional display space and purchase triggers, 
particularly for organics. Retailers using the Rainier Fruit 
customizable organic display bins have seen double-digit 
sales increases.”

Vice President of Business 
Development, Rainier Fruit
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Rochelle Bohm

“Our new Flavors of the World apple retail display 
showcases some of the world’s hottest apples, now grown 
in Washington State by CMI Orchards and select growers 
around the world. The old-world suitcase theme celebrates 
the unique world origins of CMI’s best-branded apples that 
hail from New Zealand, Italy, Belgium, and Canada, and also 
ships with five cases of bulk or pouch bags of conventional 
or organic apples. This merchandising solution allows 
retailers to create an instant destination for shoppers!”

Brand Manager, CMI Orchards

Mac Riggan

“With many produce purchases being impulse driven, we 
realize the need to both drive awareness of our apples 
among shoppers in the produce department and to 
help the store create more sales space without adding 
to their permanent fixtures. So, we developed organic 
merchandising options to include packaging that 
elevates a few square-feet of the store floor up to the 
shoppers’ viewing level. The bins feature crystal-clear 
images to catch shoppers’ eyes and useful information 
to aid purchase decisions.”

Director of Marketing, Chelan Fresh
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Elizabeth Correia
Program Manager, Sinclair Systems

YEARS at 
sinclair Systems:

4

FAVORITE 
PRODUCE ITEM: 

Stonefruit and Apples

Years in the 
Food Industry: 

10

RAINIER® FRUIT CELEBRATES WHOLESOME HEROESWholesome Heroes  
represents individuals who are 

making a positive impact in their 
community through their work, 

volunteer efforts, sustainability, or 
health and wellness initiatives.

WHAT MAKES Elizabeth   
A WHOLESOME HERO? 

Elizabeth has a passion for 
sustainability, which makes her a 
great candidate for this feature. 
Sinclair Systems prides itself on 

being an eco-friendly company, and 
combined with Elizabeth’s leadership, 

it has successfully implemented 
a sustainability program and 

eliminated single-use items in its 
offices in Fresno, CA; Wenatchee, 

WA; Peachtree City, GA; and 
overseas in its Norwich, U.K., office. 
Sinclair has 10 facilities worldwide, 
and Elizabeth is working to make 

them all more eco-friendly.

Accepting the Challenge

SPEARHEADING SUSTAINABILITY1

2

3

4

5 What’s nexT?

In The Community

5
3Advice for Others

Elizabeth leads Sinclair’s EcoLiner® 
initiative. When Sinclair manufactures 
fruit labels, it uses a backing tape. As 

part of her sustainability program, 
Elizabeth saw that the backing tape 

was necessary to the process but really 
amounted to waste in the end. She 

worked with industrial certifications 
and standards to ensure that Sinclair’s 

backing tape—or EcoLiner—is 
certified compostable. 

No one wants to deal with compliance 
issues, and Elizabeth has taken a great 
burden off the company by bringing 
experience, passion, and skill to the 
team. It’s a big job and Elizabeth 

makes sure that all the documentation 
is accurate and communicates that 
to Sinclair’s customers. She helps 
customers, especially packhouses, 

understand all the regulations and how 
to make sure they are always compliant.

Elizabeth works with local partnerships 
and community organizations to 

extend her professional passion into her 
personal goals and vision. One of those 
is a partnership with Tree Fresno, an 
organization that plants trees in parks 

and community spaces. Tree Fresno picks 
a park or school or community location 
and partners with organizations to plant 
several hundred trees for the benefit of 
the neighborhoods, cities, and future 

generations.

Elizabeth loves to see young people 
getting involved in the agricultural 

industry and hopes to be able to provide 
a resource for those who are looking for 

insight and direction. She can’t wait to see 
where she’ll be in 20 years, and personally, 

Sinclair cannot either as she is going to 
make a huge impact on this industry.

“When you look at the world, it’s really 
the small things that each person can 

do to make a global difference. From a 
reusable cup to recycling paper, we can 
all make little changes in our lifestyle or 
our workplace that have a big impact 
on the world. When all those small 

changes add up, it becomes something 
really significant.”
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Alden Parker
Regional Managing Partner, 

Fisher & Phillips LLP

By The Snack Editorial Contributor Alden Parker,
Regional Managing Partner, Fisher & Phillips LLP

or the first time in over 60 
years, the U.S. Department 
of  Labor (USDOL) issued 
a final rule updating its 

interpretative guidance with respect to 
permissible exclusions from the “regular 
rate.” According to the USDOL, the 
proposed rule is intended to better reflect 
the modern workplace and provide 
clarity to employers on what types of  
compensation, benefits, or perks may be 
excluded from the “regular rate.” While 
the majority of  the changes in the final 
rule are “interpretative”—meaning they 
do not have the force of  full-fledged 
regulations—they provide needed clarity to employers and should help 
reduce litigation over what is and what is not included in the “regular rate.” 
The effective date of  the new rule was January 15, 2020.

F

FLSA Clarity
 Labor Department

Offers Employers Some

Through New “Regular

Rate” Interpretation

k

k
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now includes onsite “specialist treatments” 
(think chiropractors, massage therapists, 
personal trainers, and EAP visits); gym 
access/memberships; employee wellness 
programs; employee discounts on retail 
goods; and tuition reimbursement.

º Show-Up Pay: Under certain state 
and local laws, employers are required 
to provide a minimum payment if  
an employee reports to work and is 
subsequently sent home due to a lack of  
work. These payments are excluded from 
the “regular rate.” The final rule clarifies 
that new state and local laws that require 

“reporting pay” (i.e., pay for employees 
whose employer subtracted hours from a 
regular shift before or after the employee 
reports to duty) will be treated as “show-
up” pay under existing regulations.

º Call-Back Pay: Call-back pay refers 
to a scenario in which the employee 
completes their regular shift but is 
subsequently called back to work. In 
some jurisdictions, the employee is 
entitled to additional compensation 
simply for being called back in, such 
as a requirement to pay a minimum of  
four hours, regardless of  how long the 
employee works. Under prior regulations, 
the “call-back” payment (not payments 
for hours worked) is excluded only if  

“infrequent” or “sporadic.” The final rule 
broadens the exclusion, so long as the 

Background

Under the Fair Labor Standards Act 
(FLSA), non-exempt employees must 
be paid “at a rate of  not less than one 
and one-half  times the ‘regular rate’ of  
which he is employed” for any hours the 
employee works in excess of  40 hours 
in a workweek. The “regular rate,” in 
turn, is defined as “all remuneration for 
employment paid to, or on behalf  of, 
the employee,” and is subject to eight 
categories of  exclusions.

It is these eight categories of  exclusions 
that have provided ample ground 
for extensive and costly litigation, as 
the decision to exclude a certain sum 
may have considerable impact on an 
employee’s “regular rate.”

Modern Guidance

There is no dispute that the modes and 
methods of  employee compensation have 
shifted significantly in the more than 60-
year period since the USDOL last issued 
interpretative guidance on allowable 
exclusions. The following changes 
discussed are meant to harmonize the 
agency’s interpretations with the modern 
workforce.

º Pay for Foregoing Holidays or 
Leave: All forms of  unused leave will 
now be treated the same for determining 
whether the sums paid are excluded from 
the “regular rate.” The prior regulation 
referenced only holiday and vacation 
time. The final rule acknowledges 
that most employers lump time off 
into “paid time off” and clarifies that 
the Department will treat all such time 
consistently with respect to whether it 
should be included in the “regular rate.”

º Meal Breaks: The final rule clarifies 
that pay received for a bona fide meal 
break period does not convert such 
time to hours worked, unless there is an 
agreement or past practice of  doing so. It 
also removes reference to “lunch breaks” 
that had caused confusion.

º Reimbursable Expenses: The 
Department has removed the word 

“solely” from the following regulation: 
“where an employee incurs expenses 
on his employer’s behalf  or where he is 
required to expend sums solely by reason 
of  action taken for the convenience 
of  his employer.” The word “solely” is 
not in the FLSA, and court decisions 
have emphasized that the expenses 
need only benefit the employer (but not 
solely benefit the employer). The final 
rule also announces that reimbursement 
expenses are per se reasonable so long as 
they reflect actual expenses or are at or 
below the amounts listed in the Federal 
Travel Regulation (a regulation used to 
determine reimbursements for federal 
employees).

º Excludable Benefit and Perk 
Payments: The “modernization” 
trend continues with an update to the 
list of  “other similar payments” that are 
excludable, which are largely employer-
sponsored, non-wage benefits. The 
USDOL’s list of  permissible exclusions 

“For the first time in over 60 
years, the U.S. Department of 
Labor (USDOL) issued a final 

rule updating its interpretative 
guidance with respect to 

permissible exclusions from 
the ‘regular rate.’”

- Alden Parker
 Regional Managing Partner, Fisher & Phillips LLP

Background

Modern

Guidance

l

l
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“call-back” payments are not “so regular 
that they are essentially prearranged.”

º Predictability Pay or Schedule 
Change Premiums: Many cities, 
including New York City and Seattle, 
have enacted laws requiring payment 
when an employer changes an employee’s 
schedule without appropriate notice. As 
with “call-back” pay, the final rule states 
that these payments are excludable 
as long as they are not “essentially 
prearranged.”

º “Clopening” Pay: Clopening pay 
(referring to pay for workers required 
to work until closing on a late shift and 
then work an opening shift early the next 
morning) is required in some jurisdictions 
when there is not a minimum number of  
hours between the end of  one shift and 
the start of  another. Like predictability 
pay, the final rule permits exclusion of  
these payments as long as they are not so 
frequent to be considered “prearranged.”

 
Additional Interpretative Guidance
The final rule also addresses a variety of  
other miscellaneous issues. For example, 
it reiterates that bonuses that merely label 
the payment as “discretionary” are not 
sufficient to guarantee that the pay is 
truly optional in nature. It also provides 
additional examples of  excludable 
discretionary bonuses: employee-of-the-
month bonuses; bonuses to employees 
who made unique or extraordinary 
efforts; severance bonuses; and bonuses 
for overcoming challenging or stressful 
contributions. 

These changes may lead to employers 
issuing more discretionary bonuses 
without fear that they may need to be 
included in a “regular rate” calculation. 
The rule likewise clarifies that it is the 
USDOL’s position that contributions 
by an employer for “accident, 

unemployment, and legal services” are 
excludable under Section 7(e)(4)’s bona 
fide benefit plan contribution exception.

The final rule also eliminates references 
to “employment agreements” and 

“contracts” with respect to voluntary 
premium payments for hours of  work in 
excess of  a daily work period, holidays, 
or Sundays. This change reflects the 
USDOL’s opinion that such a formal 
agreement is not necessary. According 
to the agency, this revision is consistent 
with its enforcement practices and court 
decisions.

What To Do Next?
Unlike the upcoming changes to the 
FLSA white-collar regulations, which 
will have the force of  law, this final rule 
is predominately interpretative in nature. 
Nevertheless, you should review these 
changes carefully to determine whether 
any of  the clarifications are applicable to 
your workforce.

If  you have not recently audited your 
pay practices, both this final rule and 
the impending white-collar regulations 
provide a great opportunity to evaluate 
how you pay your workforce. You should 
approach your review with caution, 
however, as it is also crucial to ensure you 
are complying with relevant state wage 
and hour law as well. While many states 
follow the FLSA and its interpretations, 
there are others who have their own 
interpretations, which may be contrary to 
the USDOL’s. Employers in those states 
have to ensure compliance with both state 
and federal law.

What To
 

Do Next? 

Interpretative 

Guidance 

Highlights

• The effective date was 
January 15, 2020 

• All forms of unused 
leave will be treated the 
same for determining 
whether the sums paid 
are excluded from the 
“regular rate” 

• Pay received for a 
bona fide meal break 
period does not convert 
such time to hours 
worked, unless there is 
an agreement or past 
practice of doing so  

• Reimbursement 
expenses are per se 
reasonable so long 
as they reflect actual 
expenses or are at or 
below the amounts 
listed in the Federal 
Travel Regulationn

l
About Alden Parker

Alden is an employer-
side labor and 
employment lawyer with 
more than 20-plus years 
of experience. He is 
the Regional Managing 
Partner of Fisher 
Phillips’ California 
Central Valley Office in 
Sacramento, California, 
and regularly represents 
food producers. Alden 
is also Co-Chair of 
Fisher Phillips National 
Hospitality Industry 
Group.
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To make the crust, whisk together the almond flour, cocoa powder, and salt. 
Add in the maple syrup and coconut oil. Whisk until a crumbly dough forms. 

Roll the dough and cut into 12 small circles. A round cookie cutter or an 
upturned glass will work. Carefully transfer to a shallow muffin or tart pan. 
Use a fork and pierce the dough all over. 

Refrigerate for 30 minutes. Preheat the oven to 350° F and bake for 15 minutes. 
Allow to cool. 

Meanwhile, combine the filling ingredients in a blender, and mix until smooth. 

Spread into an even layer on the tart crust. Garnish with strawberries and 
basil microgreens. 

Tip: Double the recipe to make a standard pie size.  

To learn more about DelFrescoPure®, 
visit www.delfrescopure.com

1

2

3

4
5

MINI STRAWBERRY TARTS WITH BASIL MICROGREENS

crust

1 cup almond f lour
½ tsp salt
1 tbsp cocoa powder
2 tbsp maple syrup
¼ cup coconut oil, melted

filling

6 YES!Berries Your Everyday Snack!®, 
smushed

¼ block of plain cream cheese (room 
temperature)

2-3 tbsp maple syrup

garnish

1 package YES!Berries Your Everyday 
Snack®

1 package LivingCube™ Basil Microgreens 

Prep Time: 45 min
Cook Time: 15 min
Servings: 12

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
DelFrescoPure® 

YES!Berries Your Everyday 
Snack® Strawberries
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Brianna Shales, Senior Marketing 
Manager, Stemilt growers 

STEMILT GROWERS

48
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A

Brianna
ShalesJordan OkumuraBy

CREATIVE TO THE CORE

As a writer, you tend to feel kin right off the bat. It 
might be the way that another artist sees precision 
in language, or maybe it is the care they take in 
pulling a thread through a thought to make sure it 
resonates—just right.
 
When I met Brianna Shales, I felt that pull toward 
her deliberate and creative choices immediately. 
In an industry both as competitive and rooted as 
ours, Brianna knows that differentiation can find its 
kindling and fire through words and that a progressive 
mindset demands the ability to communicate a vision 
to the industry and consumer with not only clarity, but 
meticulousness and care—a feat she knows well. This 
may be why she finds a home on the page as much as 
a home in the orchard or in the offices of the growing, 
marketing, and visionary giant Stemilt Growers.
 

Sometimes that path informs our journey and gives 
us a hint at what our future holds—for Brianna, 
Stemilt’s Senior Marketing Manager, hers began 
to whisper to her as she readied to start her last 
semester at Washington State University.
 

“I found out the requirements for my degree had 
just changed and I needed one more credit. Cue the 
panic for my type-A, plan-everything personality. 
My advisor encouraged me to do a three-credit 
internship, and I agreed—although a bit reluctantly, 
because I was looking forward to an easy finale 
to college,” Brianna shares with me. “Boy, am 
I glad he pushed me to do that! He helped me 
find an internship on campus with the College of 
Agriculture in their News and Marketing Services 
department. I spent a semester as their news intern, 
interviewing people and then writing and editing 
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If we take a beat and look back at the 
state of the nation during this time, 
around 2007, we know that this was 
about six months before the recession hit 
here in the U.S.
 

“With what shook out in our industry, 
and really all industries, during the 
recession, I look back on this luck with so 
much gratitude that the timing worked 
for me,” Brianna reflects. “It’s been an 
incredible almost 12-year journey at 
Stemilt now, where I’ve been able to 
grow up professionally, and personally. 
This company is incredibly supportive 
of its employees, and I’ve been blessed 
to work with a fantastic team led by an 
amazing mentor, Roger Pepperl, and 
grow into new roles and responsibilities 
as I gained knowledge and skills in 
marketing and produce. Today, I am so 
passionate about this company and the 
produce business. I look forward to work 
because it is fun, and I honestly can’t 
imagine doing anything else.”
 
Stemilt is a family-owned company now 
run by the fifth generation who are, as 
Brianna says, incredibly humble people.
There are several values guiding the 

company culture today, but the ones that 
resonate most with who Brianna is are 
Stemilt’s values of trust and integrity.
 

“Anyone who knows me well knows 
that I’m very trusting of people—and 
maybe sometimes to a fault,” Brianna 
pauses to describe. “But it’s a trait that 
has allowed me to grow as a person and 
in my career. To me, trusting others 
shows that you believe in them and helps 
motivate us all to do a great job every 
day. Integrity is another personal value 
of mine that helps me live into Stemilt’s 
values. It was ingrained in my head at 
an early age to tell the truth, always. As 
a kid, I probably told the truth more out 
of fear of not wanting to be grounded, 
but now it’s something that is personally 
important to who I am. Telling the truth, 
even if it’s not something that someone 
wants to hear, helps you build stronger 
and more meaningful relationships with 
people, along with better teamwork and 
results.”
 
One of the common stories that I love to 
hear is the one about arriving. Arriving 
in the sense that we have covered enough 
ground, broken through enough myths, 

“There is something about 
knowing the people and ways our 
freshest foods are produced that 

is contagious and motivating.”

- Brianna Shales
Senior Marketing Manager, Stemilt Growers

feature stories that went into various 
publications they had for students, 
faculty, and alumni. Near the end of the 
semester, they asked me what I would be 
doing after college. I still wasn’t sure, but 
knew that I wanted to try and find a job 
in Wenatchee, Washington.”
 
Brianna’s partner, who would later 
become her husband, had roots in 
Wenatchee as well, and so the couple 
placed their feet solidly on the ground.
 

“I met with the Director at the 
Washington State University Tree Fruit 
Research Center, and he said he would 
talk to his industry connections about 
me since they did not have a need for a 
communications person. Shortly after, 
I met with West Mathison—Stemilt’s 
now-President—and was soon applying 
for one of two open positions Stemilt had 
in Marketing.”
 
After jumping through the interview 
hoops and getting to know the company 
on a deeper level, the team hired her 
and truly ignited the passion that has 
fueled and grown her fierce love for the 
business since day one.
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and found enough truths to look down 
the road by which we have come and 
pause with gratitude—and maybe, if we 
are lucky, a little bit more insight than 
when we started. This, I believe, is one 
of the greatest gifts our lives can give us. 
In a way, we can become witness to our 
own story—and in that space, we can 
lift lessons and milestones from it that we 
could not see at the beginning or even in 
the middle. And in this industry, there 
truly is no end.
 

“One of my favorite things about 
working at Stemilt is how your role 
can naturally grow and evolve here. It 
happens through time. Mentors like 
Roger make you personally reach for 
more, and through the knowledge and 
confidence you gain around our business 
and products and, of course, through 
lots of hard work, you step naturally into 
the path of least resistance: your own,” 
Brianna expresses.
 
When she started 12 years ago, Brianna 
was the main Copywriter at Stemilt, 
writing press releases, newsletters, web 
copy, managing its very new Facebook 
page, and more. While she still writes 

a bit today in that space, she has truly 
grown with the company and, in turn, so 
have her responsibilities.
 

“My role is evolving right now. I moved 
from managing our communications 
programs to a Senior Marketing 
Management position,” Brianna says. “It 
is incredibly interesting to trace back 
through the steps that have brought me 
here and to perceive the path ahead.”
 
What that means is that she gets to 
help more with marketing strategy 
today, while learning about Stemilt’s 
retail customers and their needs in 
order to better support the Wenatchee-
based operation’s branding, packaging 
development, and merchandising work 
in the future.
 
Brianna will, no doubt, continue to 
work on all of Stemilt’s communications 
work—both B2B and B2C—which she 
loves, but more in an editorial role than 
in a writing and executing role.
 

“Our world of fruit has changed so much 
in the past decade with the emergence 
of new varieties. At Stemilt, we take a 

holistic approach to building our brand, 
working to delight consumers and 
bringing them into our ‘family,’ or circle 
of fans, one person at a time,” she notes, 
adding that this is a tall order as the 
team works to build its communications 
and marketing programs around an 
authentic, transparent, driven, and fun-
filled vision. “That’s what you find in the 
walls at Stemilt and what we want people 
to see outside of them, too.”
 
I imagine that, with all the people at 
Stemilt we have gotten to know over 
the years, these strands of an authentic, 
transparent, and driven mindset 
resemble a cultural ideal for the team, 
built around the individual, but honored 
as a collective.
 

“Our culture is evolving, and in great 
ways,” Brianna shares. “And that is all 
credited to West, our President, and 
the work he and our leadership team 
are doing to inspire teamwork and 
excellence at Stemilt. But even with 
the evolving culture, I would describe 
Stemilt as a place where people are 
honest and work really hard to provide 
great service and high-quality products. 
Our mission is to cultivate people and 
delight consumers, and it takes a lot of 
teamwork to see that through. We have 
so many passionate people working at 
Stemilt, some because it comes naturally 
to them, and many because they believe 
in what we are doing to grow fruit with 

‘World Famous’ flavors for people around 
the world to enjoy.”
 
Producing fruit is a hands-on, year-
round job, and Stemilt’s culture is to 
do that really well at every step, and to 
never stop innovating. It’s a constant 
journey that has no endpoint, and 
that’s what makes the work exciting for 
Brianna.
 
We often talk about this industry and the 
passion it generates as being truly unique 
from any other. So, I asked Brianna, 
what gets her up in the morning and 
drives her throughout the day? She 
responds that her answer might be 
cliché—but, then again, I believe that 
clichés come into their status for a very 
good reason: their truth.
 

“My family, and mostly my two 
young boys, are what get me going 
each morning and drive my passion 
throughout the day. I want them to grow 

stemilt’s orchards spread across Washington State

“I am so passionate about this company 
and the produce business. I look forward 
to work because it is fun, and I honestly 

can’t imagine doing anything else.”
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up and find something that they enjoy 
as much as, or, hopefully, even more 
than I do,” Brianna tells me. “Enjoying 
your job and the people you work with 
makes it less like a job. Plus, we spend so 
much time in our profession, so we might 
as well enjoy it. I love that my boys are 
starting to understand what mom does 
for work, and how it encourages people 
to eat healthy foods so they can feel 
good. And like other parents, I want to 
teach and show my boys the world out 
there and how diverse it is. Stemilt has 
afforded me the opportunity to broaden 
my horizons, and hopefully, I can pass 
that along to my boys, too.”
 
As we continue to speak about that 
marrow-deep devotion that ripples 
through our industry, the calling that 
signals us in the storm, Brianna takes 
some time to pull her thoughts together 
in precise reflection.
 

“There is something about knowing 
the people and ways our freshest 
foods are produced that is contagious 
and motivating. I think people in our 
industry feel like we are collectively 
working for a cause, more than 
individual companies,” she responds. 

“Getting people everywhere to enjoy 
more of our wholesome and flavorful 
fruits fuels me here at Stemilt.”
 
Our industry, impacted by the 
challenges and the fluctuations that 
demand we be both nimble and 
provocative, is one with heart and a 
fierce determination to capture the 
consumer’s and the retailer’s vision for 
the future of fresh produce. Necessitating 

that firm adaptability brings about 
another demand: addressing the 
changing landscape in technology 
and managing what that means for 
progress—including its hindrances.
 

“Produce is such a hands-on and unique 
industry, and my thought is that it’s 
going to be hard for technology to 
understand those nuances: sudden 
crop changes, supply disruption, the 
business finances itself, and so much 
more,” Brianna shares. “If it can, then 
we will be golden. But if it doesn’t, or 
we adopt technology that doesn’t work 
with the flexibility our world needs, then 
it could really set us back in our work 
around upping consumption of fruits 
and vegetables. Adopting technology 
can make us more efficient at growing 
and supplying produce, but we always 
have to remember that we are feeding 
people, and we must deliver flavor and 
share the authentic story that makes our 
farms unique. In this vein, people will 
remember our brands and seek them out 
because they trust us and believe in what 
we’re doing.”
 
Brianna has a love that runs deep 
within Stemilt, the entire fresh produce 
space, and within her own personal life. 
Outside of work, you’ll usually find her 
trying to help her two boys burn off their 
endless energy by going on bike rides as 
a family or sometimes just jogging while 
the kids ride to their hearts’ content. 

You can picture her, caught in a moment 
of infinite reflection as her personal life 
and professional passion align and root 
deep—exactly as she had hoped.
 

“I came from a family of all girls, so the 
boy-mom life is quite an adventure in 
itself for me,” she reflects as she laughs. 

“When I do have some free or ‘me’ time, 
I love to read a good nonfiction book, 
but you’ll probably find me tuning into 
a podcast. I am a habitual listener of a 
DIY home décor podcast, even though I 
have zero interest in home décor, and a 
barely decorated house to prove it. I just 
love the stories they tell around the ups 
and downs around renovations or home 
projects. It’s entertaining and authentic.”
 
And, as you would expect from someone 
with a passion for what we put into our 
bodies, she enjoys good food and good 
wine.
 

“Also, I’m a big football fan. It used to 
be the WSU Cougars on Saturdays and 
the Seahawks on Sundays, but with less 
time in life now, it’s all about the Cougs!” 
Brianna notes. “I also recently took on 
the role of coaching four-year-old boys 
in soccer, which is basically the best and 
most challenging hands-on lesson in 
leadership that I’ve ever had! Seriously.”
 
We are so much of what we do in this 
industry, and for most of us, that is 
a beautiful thing: to have work be a 
lifestyle and a job be our passion. Inside 
that space we are so much of our own 
stories as well, built in the smallest of 
ways.
 
One seed.
 
One apple.
 
One root at a time.

Brianna Shales with her husband, Matt, and their two boys, Wesley (oldest) and Evan (youngest)
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Building Brands, Not Memes
An Op-Ed By Kayla Webb, Section Editor and Senior Writer

In this era of social media, relevancy is our currency. 
Luckily for our industry, food will always be relevant—
unless we as humans figure out how to photosynthesize 

like plants or swap out body parts for robotic stomachs 
and guts and kidneys. 
 
While this fact should empower our marketing 
movements, especially on platforms like Twitter and 
Instagram, I think we’re still adapting. Social media can 
be an effective tool to showcase authentic, fully-realized 
brands, but in overzealous hands, it’s easy to overdraw 
from the relevancy account and instead create a 
caricature of the consumer—and, by extension, the brand. 
 
Take fast food companies, for example. They are arguably 
some of the biggest torchbearers lighting the possible 
paths of the future of social media marketing in the food 
space. These are massive corporations that have amassed 
equally as massive followings crossing time, language, 
and culture—and yet, their Twitter feeds, Instagram 
timelines, and digital advertising of late are riddled with 
the language, memes, and trends circulated by millennials 
(ages 23 to 40) and Generation Z (ages 4 to 24), the 
people who grew up alongside the rise of social media. 
 
As a result, in a bid to be “relevant,” we all know not to 
come for Wendy’s on Twitter unless we’re ready to apply 
immediate burn cream. We were all equally confused 
when KFC introduced its new, hot young Colonel. And we 
all get the astrology reference when Chipotle tweets, “I’m 
a sofritas rising and a guac moon, hbu?” 
 
These brands—minus Chipotle—are not millennials or 
Generation Z. They are writers of the fast food and fast 
casual canon, having helped build these sectors of the 
food industry more than 50 years ago. And while these 
brands are carving out their niche in the spectrum of 
relevancy, playing with different voices and personalities 
to connect with their audiences, there’s a difference 
between differentiation for clout and differentiation 
because there simply is no other way for a brand to be 
itself. 
 

Depending on which way the wind blows, where we are in 
the moon cycle, and which Google results populate to the 
top of any given search, I am either the backstop of the 
millennial generation or the first year of Generation Z—and 
I am just not sure if I relate to, or am even looking to relate 
to, these companies, try as they might to wield memes 
and trendy posts to their advantage. 
 
Unless their brand is embodying a meme—particularly 
the Steve Buscemi one in which he sports a backwards 
hat and a “band” T-shirt and asks, “How do you do, fellow 
kids?”—I am not sure I know who these brands are as fast 
food companies from the way they present themselves on 
social media. 
 
But, there is still room for improvement—and in this 
middle ground between relevancy and authenticity, the 
produce industry can become one of the food sector’s 
marketing torchbearers. 
 
And, as we do so, here is my question: Is it better to be 
kitschy and fleeting or authentic and lasting?
 
Or, an even better question is, who are you? As we explore 
this all-encompassing, existential question, I think the 
journey, the trek through every facet of our companies 
to find out who exactly we are, is where that marketing 
magic is going to happen. And with that journey, we’ll 
build brands that don’t leave consumers—any consumer, 
from any generation—ever so slightly wanting. 
 
So, what does this mean for social media marketing within 
our industry of fresh produce? I think it leaves space to 
play, to be ourselves and ask that our consumers do the 
same. 
 
I think as brand builders, we know how to connect with 
our audience—and it all starts with just being ourselves. 
Because, as the saying goes, everyone else is already 
taken—on social media and otherwise.

Following

#VoiceOfTheIndustry
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Strawberries

A national love for strawberries has prevailed for decades, as this beloved berry offers extensive 
health benefits alongside its scrumptious flavor. Winding our way into our first spring of a new 
decade, the strawberry has grown in its category might, traversing the culinary palate and 
taking chefs, foodies, and consumers on both savory and sweet journeys. To learn more about 
what keeps this berry at the top of its game, keep reading…
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51.2%

California
grows more organic strawberries than all other 49 states combined

The United States, Mexico, and Spain represent

of

World Exports

Purchase intent for strawberries is at an

All-Time High,
with

of9  10out

consumers indicating they definitely/probably
would buy fresh strawberries

Strawberries 
represent nearly

of the U.S. market
sales volume

Source: 
California Strawberry Commission 
data as of December 2019

3 Billion$

of annual berry category sales
are from strawberries 
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TEXAS 1015
THE SWEET ONION OF SOUTH TEXAS

This sweet kickoff signals the start of domestic onions in the 
U.S., one that many set their calendars by. Late winter to early 
summer sees an opportunity to add Texas flavor like no other 

with a signature variety whose planting time has made it into its 
name—10/15. Find out why this is a product worth waiting for…

SOURCE | South Texas Onion Committee

The Texas Sweet Onion is the 
official state vegetable

of the Lone Star State

Only 22 shippers are authorized
to sell Texas 1015 Sweet Onions

Visit www.Tx1015.com for the full list

22
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The warm, mild winters 
in South Texas allow the 

harvesting of Sweet Onions to 
begin as early as March

Deep South Texas (Rio Grande Valley): Mar–Jun
South-Central Texas (Uvalde/Winter Garden): May–Jul

UVALDE-
WINTER GARDEN

RIO GRANDE
VALLEY

Plantings are
concentrated on 

two regions of 
South Texas

Sweet & Yellow
onion varieties

60–70%

IN 2019,
there were nearly

 7,000acres
  of fresh market onions
Acreage has varied between

7,000 to 7,500 acres 
annually

over the last 7 years

White & Red
onion varieties

30–40%

availability
Jan Apr Jun OctFeb May Aug NovMar Jul Sep Dec
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W hen we asked Matt Mandel, Vice President of Finance 
and Legal for SunFed, for our IF List this month, we never 
expected to laugh or relate so much. Because as far as 

answers go, Matt exceeded expectations. See for yourself as we got to 
know the inner workings of this produce veteran in our latest IF List...

» The IF List «
Matt Mandel

IF you could be a character in any book, 
who would it be?
Growing up, I always wanted to be Max from 
Where the Wild Things Are. Mischief was 
one of my favorite pastimes. I still delight in 
reading that book to my sons.

IF you could imagine yourself in a 
different industry, what would it be?
The medical industry. I am fascinated by the 
fields of health and longevity and the myriad 
of studies on what makes the human body 
tick.

IF you could have dinner with anyone, 
dead or alive, who would it be?
David Foster Wallace. He gave a 
commencement speech at Kenyon College 
titled “This is Water” that is one of the most 
raw, haunting, beautiful, and moving pieces 
I’ve ever heard. 

IF you were another species in the 
animal kingdom, what would you be?
I freakin’ love otters. I don’t remember any 
otters ever being mocked for having a little 
extra blubber around the middle.

IF you wrote an autobiography, what 
would be the title?
Put Down This Book And Go Outside. That 
said, a more apt title might be The Plants 
Don’t Know It’s Christmas.

IF you had to wear the same thing 
every day, what items of clothing 
would you pick?
I’m a shorts, T-shirt, and flip flops kind 
of guy. Function > Form!

Vice President of Finance and Legal, SunFed

With Lilian Diep

IF you had to eat the same thing every 
day for the rest of your days, what 
would you eat?
PIZZA, PIZZA, and MORE PIZZA. Assuming 
in this bizarro world I also won’t gain a bunch 
of weight.

IF you could enhance one aspect of 
your intelligence, what part would you 
want to improve?
I have a really bad habit of listening too long 
and not speaking up when something doesn’t 
sound right or make sense. I would have more 
productive conversations by asking more 
questions and doing so in a timely fashion.

IF you could re-experience an awesome 
day in your life, what day would you 
choose and why?
I’d love to relive tomorrow because that 
means I’m guaranteed a tomorrow. I have a 
fairly photographic memory, so I can close 
my eyes and re-experience the vast majority 
of my life—both a blessing and a curse.

IF you had $10 million that you had to 
donate to someone else, who would 
you choose and why?
Vicki Barden, the Executive Director of Boys 
& Girls Club of Santa Cruz County. The club is 
home for so many kids and deserves so much 
more support than it gets.

IF you had a superpower, what would 
you want it to be?
I’d love to be able to ease suffering, either on 

a local or a global scale. There is so 
much unnecessary suffering 
in this world and so much 
of it is self-induced. If not, 
then the power to control 
produce markets would 
be a close second.
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s there a better city in which to roam and people-watch than Chicago, Illinois? 
Akin to a marble bag of  cultures, this city seems to have created a mosaic of  
menu options that demand only the absolutely amazing will survive, and grocery 
is no exception. It’s in this scape that Jewel-Osco thrives. Helping to lay the pieces 

in place to create different yet distinctly related ingredients is Scott Bennett.

Scott would never say he is an artist, so I will have to say that for him. Listening 
to the Produce Sales and Merchandising Manager speak about fruits and vegetables is 
much like how I listen to my sister decide what materials she wants to use in her latest 
sculpture. 

“I really like peppers and how much color they can offer. And, weirdly, I like to put lemons 
in a lot of  different spots instead of  just the regular placement in the department. I used to, 
in my department, put them in five different places because the colors make 
everything they are next to look better,” Scott tells me. 

It’s this eye for the art of  produce—and Scott emphasizes repeatedly 
that produce is an art—that seems to have made his department the 
destination for Jewel-Osco customers. As I stand in the store myself, 
produce feels like a greater part of  the layout than what I am used to, 
all screaming “fresh” and “fun.”

“When my team and I are setting up a store and see it complete, that’s 
most rewarding—standing back and seeing that the department is beautiful 
and customers are buying everything,” he sums up. “From day to day, 
much happens with my team in the produce department. We work 
together all day, brainstorm, and look at the numbers, and Paul Calas, 
Procurement Manager of  the Buyers, and I talk every single day.”

That team element spans from the hands that unload the trucks to the 
top of  the decision-making chain. Scott says the vision that has made 
Jewel-Osco so singular could not exist without President Mike Withers and Vice President of  
Merchandising Anthony Suggs, as well as Paul Calas.

“They uphold the vision that has created a loyal following based on a consistency that has been there 
the 100-plus years since Jewel-Osco started. It’s a friendly place to shop. I could talk about the quality 
and freshness, but really it’s the people,” Scott says. “From the produce operators to the center store 
and the front-end teams—they are all really good people.”

It’s Chicago in the best way—if  you don’t rise to the top, you sink. And the Chicago market is part of  
why Scott and the Jewel-Osco team get to play with concepts that other stores might not go near until 

By Melissa De Leon

SCOTT BENNETT
Produce Sales and 

Merchandising Manager, 
Jewel-Osco

CHICAGO'S

C R O W N
JEWEL
I
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they know those approaches can work. 
For example, the store we are currently 
standing in has a second level with a bar 
and a beautiful refrigerated section for 
wines and fine adult beverages, while the 
previous store had a cafe-style restaurant, 
complete with studious college kids.

“We began redesigning our structures 
back in 2014. We saw the industry 
changing, and if  you want to survive you 
have to change as well to meet what the 
customer is asking for. Grocery stores 
can’t just be grocery stores anymore. To 
keep customers coming in, you have to 
have excitement in the building,” Scott 
explains. “Some of  our in-house bars 
have bands and cooking classes, events to 
not just be present, but to highlight what 
we offer. It’s what makes ‘Jewel cool.’”

But being cool has not forfeited the 
brand’s iconic status in the Windy City’s 

crowded marketplace. If  anything, it 
helps to ensure that generations to come 
will appreciate it as much as their elders. 
While intimidating, it’s a demographic 
that Scott tells me allows the chain to take 
the risks it is known for.

“You can sell anything in every store in 
Chicago, you just have to be willing to 
try something different,” he says simply. 
‘Different’ is a great way to describe the 
layout and culture at Jewel. “Last year, we 
tried something different with rambutans 
and dragon fruit. We sold more 
rambutans than anyone in the United 
States because we educated consumers. 
Honestly, younger millennials will try 
anything, and in Chicago, we have all 
kinds of  demographics that come out of  
the woodwork and buy us all out by the 
cases. We capitalize on everything we 
can, just to get shoppers in the building to 
purchase everything else.”

Each store is distinct by design, with no 
two layouts alike throughout the chain 
of  188 stores, each serving its area as 
specifically as possible.

“It’s very challenging; you want to have 
a consistent sales plan, a merchandising 
plan, and it’s difficult to get buyers the 
information so the team can buy right. 
The merchandising plan is intended 
to promote sales, but it’s also needed 
so that in-house buyers can make 
stronger decisions that align with our 
vision. There’s a bunch of  wildly fun 
things going on out there in our stores, 
and you have all these great employees 
doing different stuff. There has to be an 
understanding or we’ll never go in the 
right direction, but we still want to set 
each store apart,” Scott explains.

A huge part of  ensuring that singular 
direction is bringing everyone onto the 

WHEN MY TEAM AND I ARE SETTING UP A 
STORE AND SEE IT COMPLETE, THAT’S MOST 

REWARDING—STANDING BACK AND SEEING THAT 
THE DEPARTMENT IS BEAUTIFUL...

Scott Bennett, Produce Sales and Merchandising Manager, Jewel-Osco

“ ”
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same page, not just the buyers but the 
stores as well—an increasing challenge 
these days. There isn’t a single aspect 
of  the supply chain that hasn’t been 
impacted by labor costs and shortages, 
retail included. Jewel-Osco’s fresh 
department is even more aware of  this 
and goes to great lengths with in-house 
offerings.

Take the huge wall of  fresh juices, for 
example. 

“Everything you see here is done in-house. 
Over 100 recipes and juice varieties,” 
Scott says, crediting this to both the 
opportunity to do a lot over a versatile 
fresh produce career and an interactive 
element with those he works with. 

“Another big thing right now is fresh-cut, 
which I am personally really crazy about 
because that’s what the customers want, 
fresh convenience. But we do everything 

in-house in every store with that as 
well. We have controlled atmosphere 
kitchens at 38 degrees in every one of  our 
buildings. It is a lot of  work on the team’s 
part.”

All this attention to detail necessitates an 
educated workforce. Scott not only agrees 
with this point—he has news for me. 

“We’ve actually launched a new program 
to train and educate new and current 
employees to understand produce 
better. We’ve had such a change in the 
department that we need to ensure 
everyone has an understanding of  what 
it should really look like and train them 
better because of  it. So, we are looking 
to bring the ‘trade’ back, so to speak, 
through this new approach,” Scott 
explains.

What temperatures do the fresh items 

need? What days of  the week are 
stronger on sales and how do you adjust 
a department based on those factors? 
These, Scott shares, are just a few 
questions that too few people know they 
will need to answer when they start their 
produce careers.

“On-site training with Jewel-Osco’s 
Operations Specialist in the displays on 
the floor includes how to set the wet wall, 
how to manicure product, and how to 
handle it properly from the day it comes 
through our doors to the minute it goes 
in the customer’s cart—these are all 
components of  this system,” he details. 

Scott knows as well as anyone that many 
stories on the buy-side of  our business 
start out as a stepping stone to something 
else. You know the one: that summer 
job a high school teenager works with 
little care while spinning grand ideas 

Left: Each Jewel-Osco layout is different from the next, but in every one the produce department is 
a star of the store | Right: Scott Bennett loves the details, and particulary loves out-of-the-box items 

like dragon fruit
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PRODUCE IS 
AN ART. THAT’S 
EXACTLY WHY 

WE HAVE 
SUCH HIGH 
STANDARDS TO 
GET IT IN THE 
STORE.

of  becoming an actor or a traveling 
photojournalist—or, these days, an 
Instagram influencer—only to discover 
that the world of  produce is an addicting 
one. The result is a steep but necessary 
learning curve, which Scott remembers 
clearly.

“I’ve been in produce 35 years, starting 
when I was about 16. I was a bagger for 
a week, then became the bottle boy back 
when you returned bottles, and then 
I was moved into produce. The rest is 
history!” he laughs. 

That first job turned into an 
unanticipated career with nuances to 
learn and grow from, which Scott shares 
he could not have achieved without 
guidance.

“I had good leaders that showed me what 
to do, developing and growing over time. 
It’s something you do or don’t have in 
you, but someone recognizes what is there 
and helps you grow and improve. You’re 
never really the best at anything. I’m 
never perfect, but I have support and am 
always looking around to see how we can 
be better,” Scott reflects.

This resonates with all that we have seen 
in our tour of  Jewel-Osco, much like 
those 100-plus juice recipes Scott had the 
opportunity to help put on shelves.

“It took our team around six months to 
work the recipes right to ensure we didn’t 
add any sweeteners or even ice—no 
additives at all, just raw smoothies to keep 
products as fresh as possible,” he adds, 
sharing that it all stems from a standard 
Jewel-Osco carries proudly, feeling almost 
a fervor for freshness to this day.

Cute catchphrases playing on produce 
words, cards with the variety name and 
flavor profile, and more are just some 
ways to intrigue shoppers into that extra 
impulse buy. Scott tells me that when 
an unexplained dip in sales happens, 
Produce Managers know they will see 
him the next day to explore where 
adjustments can be made.

“Produce is an art. That’s exactly why we 
have such high standards to get it in the 
store. What we’ve been doing over the 
past 10 years or so is taking the ‘normal’ 
out of  our hats and saying, ‘You know 
what, I’m going to put a green pepper 
next to a Navel orange.’ It’s only those 
of  us in the industry that it bothers, 
anyway. Jewel-Osco’s ability to make 
different choices like this has influenced 
my own ways of  decision making. During 
a promotion, for instance, we’ll put 
apples, onions, and oranges on the same 
promotional table, separate but working 
together. There are people who get it, 
some who kind of  get it, and some who 

try but will never get it, like any other art 
form. Everything in life is a third and a 
third and a third, and the art of  produce 
is no different,” Scott assures me.

Truly, the Produce Sales and 
Merchandising Manager is an artist, 
but, as I said before, he would never call 
himself  that.

“I’m never satisfied with anything. I always 
want to do concepts bigger and better. 
Not everyone has that drive, which is 
more how I would put it. Luckily, I found 
a company that embraces and encourages 
that,” he tells me. “I always looked at 
Jewel as a great operator with good 
people, a good structure, and, when I was 
on the other side, a good competitor. Now 
that I’m here, I am a part of  a team that 
knows what they are doing and excels at 
it. At its core, Jewel has always had a very 
strong foundation of  good, hardworking 
people that know the business. Everything 
we do is always for the customer.”

He and his team have undoubtedly 
left a mark—a jewel, if  you will—to be 
discovered amongst the many great 
treasures of  the Windy City. And, like 
most art movements, I’m sure we’ll 
continue to see its influence as more and 
more explore which rules can bend and 
which can break for the better.

“
”Jewel-Osco’s fresh produce team does everything in-house, from 

juicing to cutting, to ensure top quality and peak freshness to its 
loyal shopping base
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Melt butter in a large stockpot over medium heat. Add onions and cook, 
stirring often, until deep golden brown and caramelized, about 30-40 minutes. 

Stir in garlic until fragrant, about 1 minute. Stir in wine, scraping any 
browned bits from the bottom of the stockpot. Stir in beef stock, thyme, and 
bay leaves. 

Bring to a boil. Reduce heat and simmer, stirring occasionally, until slightly 
reduced, about 15-20 minutes. Remove and discard thyme sprigs and bay 
leaves. Stir in white wine vinegar and season with salt and pepper, to taste.

Preheat oven to broil. Place baguette slices onto a baking sheet. Place into 
oven and broil until golden brown on both sides, about 1-2 minutes per side, 
and set aside.

Divide soup into ramekins or ovenproof bowls. Place onto a baking sheet. Top 
with baguette slices to cover the surface of the soup completely and sprinkle 
with cheeses. Place into oven and broil until golden brown and cheeses have 
melted, about 2 minutes. Serve immediately.

To learn more about Progressive Produce, visit www.progressiveproduce.com
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FRENCH SWEET ONION SOUP

3 lbs (about 5 medium) sweet 
onions, sliced

¼ cup unsalted butter
2 cloves garlic, minced
⅓ cup dry white wine
6 cups beef stock
4 sprigs fresh thyme
2 bay leaves
2 tsp white wine vinegar
12 (¾" thick) French baguette slices
1 cup shredded Swiss cheese
1 cup shredded Gruyère cheese
Kosher salt and freshly ground black 

pepper, to taste

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 1hr 5 min
Serves: 7

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?Progressive Produce 
Sweet Onions
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W hen wandering the 
produce aisle, it can 
be easy to get lost 

in the smorgasbord of fruits and 
vegetables on display. Vibrant 
red bell peppers, flashy orange 
carrots, or cucumbers glistening 
amongst the greens, for example, 
quickly catch our eyes and make our 
mouths water. We are instinctively 
drawn to the finished product of 
the fields. But what if we went back 
further? All the way back to when 
the seed touches the soil. 
 
The story of any produce item 
begins with the land in which the 
seed is planted. Any grower can 
tell you it is the growing region that 
can make or break a crop—all the 
compostable packaging and snazzy 
new varieties in the world mean 
nothing if the produce itself didn’t 
get the nourishment it needed from 
the land from which it came. 

By Maggie Mead

TOP: Attendees enjoyed a night of singing, 
dancing, and Sinaloan gastronomy
MIDDLE: Singer Edith Márquez performed 
on the last night of Sinaloa Encanta
BOTTOM: The Sinaloa region’s agricultural 
innovation was on full display

SINALOA  ENCANTA
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“Attendance exceeded expectations 
compared to last year—2,134 people 
gathered to enjoy this great event. 
The business meetings were also 
a huge success—56 meetings 
were counted and in one night 20 
negotiations were closed, mainly 
between foreign buyers and 
agricultural producers, as well as 
restaurateurs and wine houses 
from the country,” Eduardo proudly 
relayed. 

While the event’s networking day 
proved to be very advantageous for 
many industry members, Sinaloa 
Encanta was a golden opportunity 
for all who attended. Even those 
who were unable to close a deal 
at the networking event did not 
walk away empty-handed—the 
day’s activity included multiple 
presentations that informed 
attendees about how Mexico, and 
Sinaloa specifically, fit into the 
evolving world of produce. Bosco 
de la Vega Valladolid, President of 
the National Agricultural Council, 
addressed the “Challenges and 
Opportunities of the Agri-Food 
Sector of Mexico;” while Dr. Gabriel 
Reynoso Castillo, Professor in the 
Decision Analysis Department of 
IPADE Business School, presented 
a talk on the topic of “Innovation 
and Technology as a Strategic 
Ally in the Agri-Food Sector;” and 
Luis Gutierrez Mazzotti, Northwest 
Regional Coordinator of the 
Financiera Nacional de Desarrollo, 
Inq., spoke to attendees about 
the new system of financing rural 
development. All three brought 
extensive wisdom and expertise to 
their illuminating presentations.

Sinaloa, Mexico, is a region well-
known to those in the produce 
industry as a lush landscape 
of prime growing space with a 
local and international workforce 
dedicated to maintaining high-
quality standards. But, the area is 
also home to Sinaloa Encanta, the 
yearly event that showcases the 
region and all it has to offer. Last 
October, in its sixth consecutive 
year, Sinaloa Encanta enchanted 
thousands of produce industry 
attendees over its two days of 
informative talks, field and facility 
tours, networking, and celebrations. 
As I spoke with the event’s President, 
Eduardo Leyson, I began to see how 
Sinaloa Encanta has something for 
industry members all across the 
supply chain. And, as he described 
the festivities, I found myself eager 
to pencil the event into this year’s 
calendar.

Sinaloa Encanta may change its 
location, it may bring hundreds of 
artists, but its objective, vision, and 
values will be the same—letting the 
world know what Sinaloa really is 
and the value of its hard-working 
people.

—Eduardo Leyson, President, Sinaloa Encanta

“Sinaloa Encanta is the only event 
in Northwestern Mexico that 
has managed to summon all the 
protagonists of the food chain,” 
Eduardo said. “Without a doubt, it 
is the sum of many efforts aimed at 
giving greater attention to a state 
where, every day, we work to gain 
a foothold in the future and lay the 
foundation for development.”

Eduardo informed me that 30 
percent of food production 
nationwide comes from the Sinaloa 
region, so developing an event to 
honor and illustrate the agriculture, 
cuisine, and culture that is inherent 
to the area feels like a natural 
move. Each year, Sinaloa Encanta 
continues to grow and demonstrate 
its worth in the produce industry, 
and in its sixth year, the turnout was 
better than ever.

This year’s field visit showcased the innovation, quality, safety, and social responsibility 
that is the hallmark of Sinaloa, Mexico

“

“
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Attendance 
exceeded 

expectations 
compared to 

last year—2,134 
people 

gathered to 
enjoy this great 

event.

Sinaloa Encanta is an industry-
wide event that features the inner 
workings of the business of fresh 
produce. The National Agricultural 
Council even held its monthly 
session here, which was attended by 
about 150 industry members who 
gathered to address the various 
issues that impact the food chain.

Those seeking to get a first-hand 
look at the Sinaloa growing 
region were treated to the event’s 
traditional Field Visit, this year 
hosted by Valores Horticolas del 
Pacifico, a farm owned by Ioannis 
Stabropulos. There, tour-goers 
learned about the innovation, 
quality, safety, and social 
responsibility that is the hallmark of 
the region. 

Sinaloa Encanta wrapped up with 
a night to remember for all who 
attended—a night that included 
the very best of the Sinaloan 
gastronomy, singing, dancing, 
and Eduardo’s parting thoughts 
about the many qualities that 
make Sinaloa so extraordinary. As 
performers María José and Edith 
Márquez played their final notes, all 
in attendance could feel that they 
were a part of something special.

“Since that day, we have not 
stopped receiving congratulations 
and positive comments about 
the event—people left happy and 
eager to return next year,” Eduardo 
commented.

He was tight-lipped about 
the details of Sinaloa Encanta 
2020, but he still left me with an 

understanding for the unique space 
that the event and the Sinaloa 
growing region occupy in our 
industry.

“Sinaloa Encanta is here to stay, 
and all of us who are part of the 
organizing committee will do it with 
more desire and more dynamism to 
continue having the success that we 
have achieved so far,” he concluded. 

“Sinaloa Encanta may change its 
location, it may bring hundreds of 
artists, but its objective, vision, and 
values will be the same—letting the 
world know what Sinaloa really is 
and the value of its hard-working 
people.”

When an event wraps up and the 
dust (or perhaps confetti?) settles, 
each participant walks away with 
a Rolodex of memories and new 
knowledge that can shape and 
evolve their entire outlook on 
the industry. The celebration and 
merriment on Sinaloa Encanta’s 
final night continued into the wee 
hours of the morning, but the 
unforgettable experience offered 
more than just festivities. 
 
Showcasing the Sinaloa region was 
the driving force of the entire event, 
and through a mixture of industry 
and cultural education, first-hand 
experience, and the lush land of 
Sinaloa itself as a backdrop, guests 
walked away with an appreciation 
and understanding of one of the 
most important growing regions on 
the continent.
 
And, of course, memories that will 
last a lifetime.

María José delighted attendees on the Sinaloa Encanta stage as the unforgettable 
event came to a close

A record number of attendees enjoyed the networking opportunities, informative 
tours, and festivities that were a part of Sinaloa Encanta 2019

“
“
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Preheat oven to 400 °F. Line a medium baking sheet with parchment paper. 
On a lightly floured surface, roll out pie dough to approximately 12" round, or 
⅛" thick. Transfer pie dough to lined baking sheet.

In a large bowl, combine apples, lemon juice, sugar, spices, salt, and cornstarch 
until blended and apples are well-coated. 

Arrange apple slices on the dough, leaving a 1 ½" border around the edge. 
Gently fold the edges of the dough over the apples, pleating loosely. Brush the 
dough with the lightly beaten egg and sprinkle sugar over the dough (optional).

Bake until crust is golden and apples are tender, about an hour. Allow galette 
to cool completely before serving.

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

1

2

3

4

RUBYFROST ® APPLE GALETTE

2 lbs RubyFrost apples, peeled, cored, 
and thinly sliced

1 tbsp lemon juice
½ cup brown sugar
1 tsp cinnamon
½ tsp nutmeg
¼ tsp salt
1 ½ tbsp cornstarch
1 egg, lightly beaten
Your favorite pie dough

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 1 hr
Serves: 8

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?RubyFrost® Apples

72 / FEB 2020





new year is upon us, and finishing 
the holiday season presented a 
wonderful opportunity to reflect 
on the growth and changes 

achieved in 2019. The fresh fruit and 
vegetable sector continued to accomplish 
remarkable transformations in the area 
of technological innovations, but one of 
the major topics stealing headlines was, 
and continues to be, global pollution. As 
an industry, one particular target that 
has been identified as an opportunity for 
improvement is our utilization of plastics.

In my last CPMA Corner article in The 
Snack, I covered many of the significant 
measures implemented globally, nationally, 
and municipally to address plastic waste. 
While the produce industry only accounts 
for two percent of Canada’s single-use 
plastics consumption, we remain dedicated 
to reducing our footprint in this domain and 
believe we can achieve significant change 
within our industry.

On December 5, 2019, the CPMA Plastics 
Packaging Working Group was proud to 
unveil our complete Technical Report, 
titled “A Landscape Review of Plastics in 

the Canadian Fresh Produce Sector,” and a 
roadmap outlining our next steps for 2020 
as we move toward a more sustainable 
plastic packaging system. These documents 
represent the consolidation, analysis, and 
synthesis of many months of research and 
education.

The Technical Report, developed in 
collaboration with Value Chain Management 
International, was completed in four phases. 
The first phase involved a review of existing 
literature on plastics, secondary data 
analysis, and consultative interviews with 
key players in this domain. The second stage 
initiated our primary research, including 
industry surveys and direct consultation with 
companies throughout the produce supply 
chain. The research methodology facilitated 
an assessment of the comparative impact 
that a lack of effective plastic packaging 
could have on the industry, consumers, and 
our environment, along with causes and 
effects impacting the volume of packaging 
materials recycled, reused, or composted. 

Following that, data was analyzed and 
extrapolated in step three to establish 
conclusions and recommendations. Finally, 

A

By The Snack Editorial Contributor Ron Lemaire, 
President of the Canadian Produce Marketing Association

CPMA
Corner

The Plastics Discussion Continues
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the report was developed and communicated out to key 
stakeholders. Within the report, the goals of the Plastics 
Packaging Working Group are clear: creating a green 
economy by identifying concerns around fragmented 
systems, classifying unnecessary and problematic plastics, 
recognizing the benefits of plastics when used within the 
appropriate system, and balancing the need to ensure food 
waste and food security topics are included in our efforts 
around sustainable packaging.

In order to achieve the strategy outcomes identified in the 
Technical Report, the conditions need to be created to enable 
and support the strategy’s action items that apply to one or 
more of the desired outcomes. The conditions for success 
will be achieved by way of three pillars, which themselves are 
composed of key action items.

The first pillar recognizes the 
need to establish guidelines, 
standards, and best practices. 
This includes standards in the 
language we use with respect 
to definitions for key plastics 
terms, protocols created to 
reduce the use of virgin plastics 
and increase the content of 
post-consumer recycled plastics, 
and global standards to address 
plastic pollution across the 
planet. Additionally, we look to 
packaging industry stakeholders 
to develop guidelines to 
implement sustainable packaging 
that recycling systems can 
utilize, seek to unite key markets 
and jurisdictions to harmonize 
recycling standards, and pursue 
international partners to mobilize 
support to address plastic 
pollution by way of emerging or 
evolving global standards.

 
The second pillar targets the 
numerous ecosystems and 
stakeholders operating within 
the plastics sector. Presently, 
most plastics and recycling 
networks operate in isolation. 
We must continue to engage 
with provincial and federal 
stakeholders through the 
Canadian Council of Ministers 
of the Environment (CCME) to 
obtain national outcomes, such as 
harmonized recycling standards 
and other best practices, 
including Extended Producer 
Responsibility to ensure that 
companies that manufacture 
plastic products or sell items with 
plastic packaging are responsible 
for their collection and recycling. 
It is also imperative that we 
enhance collaboration with the 
recycling and waste management 
community to support and 
accelerate key innovations, pilot 
projects, and other industry-
enabling activities.

Pillar number three of our 
roadmap emphasizes education. 
Our aspirations within this 
strategy cannot be achieved 
without focused consumer 
engagement pertaining to 
concerns, viewpoints, and overall 
packaging trends regarding 
adoption of new packaging and 
related consumer behavior. It 
will also be necessary to balance 
support of community-led action 
to reduce plastics with a general 
public awareness campaign of the 
benefits of plastics packaging, 
including success stories achieved 
within Canada’s produce sector. 

Our completed produce packaging strategy will be released 
this summer. At the time of release, the intent is to align the 
strategy’s action items with the most up-to-date plans and 
priorities of Environment and Climate Change Canada and the 
CCME with regards to addressing the use of unnecessary and 
problematic plastic packaging.

Together with our members and partners across the fresh 
fruit and vegetable supply chain, and with our colleagues 
throughout the food system, CPMA hopes to be a catalyst 
for positive and viable change that enables businesses to 
thrive, communities to flourish, and consumer preferences 
and demands to be met. Our planet’s natural resources are 
finite, and change is necessary to ensure we are stewards for a 
sustainable future.
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THE

FUTUREBrıght

BRIGHTER BITES

BY  CHANDLER  JAMES

IS

Definitions of the word “neighbor” come in many 
shapes and sizes, from the person living directly next 

to you to a place in relation to others nearby. For 
Brighter Bites CEO, Rich Dachman, “neighbor” is 

more aptly defined as any person in need of one’s help 
or kindness, as he tackles his goal of taking back the 

market share from consumer packaged goods…
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RICH DACHMAN, CEO, BRIGHTER BITES

THESNACK.NET / 79



ur understanding of competition 
has remained the same since 
the beginning of time. You 
create something, your 
neighbor creates something 
similar, therefore catapulting a 

career-long rivalry. It’s innate to 
the pillars of business. 

What if I were to tell you that this isn’t the 
case? That instead of competing against 
each other, we could use our foothold to 
push back against our true competitors: 
those who restrict the consumption of 
produce by promoting unhealthy habits. 
I’m talking about the more traditional 
consumer packaged goods (CPG) snacking 
industry, but I cannot lay claim to this 
innovative concept. It comes from the 
mind of Rich Dachman, the CEO of 
Brighter Bites, following his decades of 
passion for pursuing a healthier world. A 
passion that followed him from childhood 
to the executive team at foodservice 
distributor Sysco and, finally, to the 
nonprofit sector.

Brighter Bites is an innovative 
organization dedicated to increasing 
produce consumption within underserved 
communities. With its produce distribution, 
nutrition education, and fun food 
experience formula, the nonprofit brings 
a variety of fresh produce to families who 
otherwise would not have access to it. As 

the program suggests, families are given 
nutrition education and recommendations 
for an enjoyable produce experience, 
which is then repeated weekly over an 
extended period of time.

I first learned of Rich’s concept of 
competition during a conversation about 
Brighter Bites’ top donor partners of 2019. 
Naturally, the discussion evolved into one 
grounded by his fierce advocacy for the 
produce industry. Rich is a storyteller, and 
sometimes, without you even knowing it, 
he hands you a little nugget of insight that 
subtly reveals a groundbreaking idea.

“I believe that, in the produce industry, we 
are not just competing against each other, 
but against the CPG snacking industry as 
we try and get people to eat right,” he said.

With that one line, he had my gears 
turning. I quickly produced a whole new 
slew of questions, starting with, “How is 
an industry so rooted in tradition supposed 
to pivot its mindset in such a monumental 
way?” According to Rich, if we tackle this 
effort alongside our industry counterparts, 
the insurmountable will soon become 
palpable.

“Rightfully so, the industry is interested 
in competing against each other. That’s 
what we do. But we’re taking market 
share from each other, not really growing 

consumption. I’m steadfast that, instead, 
we need to be taking market share from 
the snacking industry,” Rich explained. 

“Until we can figure out a central way to 
message and impact that consumer, it 
will be extremely difficult to grow market 
share. We’ve never figured out how to 
relay that centralized message. Everyone 
in the industry agrees that we have to 
increase consumption—that’s a positive 
for all. The more everybody consumes, the 
more demand there is, the more farmers 
can grow, and it balances that beautiful 
supply and demand scale that we all 
have to navigate on a daily basis. But it 
doesn’t seem like anyone really wants to 
take ownership of this effort to get this 
centralized messaging to the consumer.”

You might ask, how does the CEO of 
Brighter Bites have so much knowledge to 
bestow around this issue? As the former 
Vice President of Produce for Sysco, one 
of the industry’s leading foodservice 
distributors, Rich truly cut his teeth on 
navigating supplier relationships. Nearly 
30 years were served with this operator 
alone. Over time, he built a wealth of 
experience that has allowed him to 
transition and invest himself so deeply in 
Brighter Bites’ philanthropic mission.

Rich, however, has always seen himself 
as a produce purveyor, as health became 
an intense passion for him at a young 

O
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age. Even in the early years, he was more 
aware than most of fresh produce varieties 
and uses. While millennial babies were 
taking their first bite of an apple, Rich was 
digging into his father’s loot from his job at a 
produce warehouse. The young Rich could 
identify artichokes before all of his friends, 
while to this day, some adults haven’t even 
tasted the prickly product. 

Rather than simply boasting himself as 
an industry expert, Rich has used those 
experiences to encourage and educate 
his industry counterparts. While not all 
are directly adjacent to the Brighter Bites 
mission, Rich’s philosophy suggests that 
neighborliness is equally as important as 
making a profit. In recent years, it has 
become increasingly more apparent that 
something must be done to shift the public 
opinion of fresh produce consumption, and, 
with his neighbors in tow, Rich is just the 
man to lead this charge.

“The industry has to realize that it’s not just 
a business issue. This is a public health issue 
that we can correct. We at Brighter Bites 
try to focus on the next generation in order 
to reduce childhood obesity and chronic 
disease,” he said. “We haven’t recognized 
as an industry that we inherently own this 
preventive medicine. I understand that we 
want to grow consumption from a business 
perspective, but we all have to come to the 
realization that it’s more than that.”

According to a study based on youth in 
the U.S.*, when examining roughly 50 
hours of children’s programming, 246 
food advertisements were promoting fats 
and sweets. Fresh fruits and vegetables, 
however, were not showcased in any of the 
total 564 food ads shown. Looking back 
at my own childhood television draped 
in a charming rainbow of sugar, I can 
testify to that statistic. This alone suggests 
that the snacking industry has a tight grip 
on consumers, both young and old. Rich 
suggests that all of this comes down to a 
hefty marketing budget, which the snacking 
industry has in droves. 

“Just like anything else, we’re going to have 
to figure out a way to separate ourselves 
from the competitive hat and put on that 
collaborative hat. We have to realize that 
this is good for everyone, and somehow 
come up with centralized funding, whether 
it be through marketing funds or otherwise, 
because this is an industry where you 
can’t do anything if you don’t pay for it,” 

BRIGHTER BITES PROVIDES FREE, FRESH PRODUCE TO UNDERSERVED 
COMMUNITIES AROUND THE U.S. *https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC416565/
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Rich inferred. “Every major category 
has marketing and they all are aiming 
their efforts at consumers to help them 
grow their own category, whether it’s 
strawberries, stonefruit, or grapes. But we 
shouldn’t be doing that one category versus 
the other. I realize it’s expensive, but I 
believe there’s a payoff to what we do.”

And with that, I was reminded of the 
current state of our industry—one in 
which growers are fighting tooth and 
nail for that coveted market share that 
Rich refers to. So, how can we possibly 
navigate all of the challenges that are 
inherent between supplier relationships? 
This is the question that continues to 
circulate—the “how,” if you will. How 
can we logistically pool our efforts to push 
back against CPG’s less nutrient-based 
snacks? And furthermore, how can we rely 
on the folks who we’ve long considered 
to be competitors? Not even Rich has 
a definitive answer to this long-winded 
question, but he knows mountains cannot 
be climbed without taking that first step. 

In many ways, Brighter Bites has become 
a platform on which this step can be taken. 
Rich wants to open up the conversation 

within the produce industry, creating space 
to have a dialogue around how we can 
move forward in a positive way. 

“We give families a risk-free trial of a 
variety of different produce items, teach 
them how to eat it, and track the results. 
Creating produce consumers is critical, 
especially for younger generations. I think 
we’re one of the only organizations in 
the United States that goes the last mile 
by tracking dietary behaviors long-term,” 
Rich told me.

While there are many initiatives that 
offer different resources, Rich is looking 
at how to change consumer eating habits 
through long-term education. Brighter 
Bites operates in communities that have 
low access to healthy foods, giving tens of 
thousands of families fresh produce and 
teaching them how to utilize it. 

“Brighter Bites is a unique organization, 
and even after our families leave the 
program, we follow them and we’ve been 
able to determine that their consumption 
of fresh fruit and vegetables is up every day 
of the week, even up to a year or two after 
they’ve left,” Rich continued. “So, that 

means we’re changing behaviors and that 
they understand how to cook the product 
and the children are coming home asking 
for the product.”

When I look at it pragmatically, Rich has 
watched my generation grow up within 
his career in the produce industry. He’s 
seen us from Mickey Mouse apple packs 
to family-sized bags of potato chips, and 
picked up on where the system has failed 
us along the way. In response, this is 
his rectification of a childhood haunted 
by the unhealthy aspects of CPG. This 
is a lifetime of observation that has 
transformed into an industry life force. 

“We may be at 135,000 individuals today, 
we may be at 500,000 in the next few 
years, and hopefully, in the future, we’ll be 
serving a million people,” he said. “When 
we do that, we’re teaching the younger 
generation, and their parents are following 
suit. That generation is then going to teach 
the next generation. That is the pyramid 
strategy that I believe will allow Brighter 
Bites to actually make a dent and change 
some of the health outcomes to a positive 
from a negative.”

BRIGHTER BITES TRACKS FAMILIES’ CONSUMPTION OF PRODUCE EVEN 
AFTER THEY LEAVE THE PROGRAM
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Vic Smith, Owner 
and CEO, 
JV Smith 
Companies: “I 
recently had the 
opportunity to 

tour a Brighter Bites 
distribution operation  

 in Houston, Texas, and see 
firsthand the amazing power of this idea. 
It was an elementary school that brought 
young children in with their parents 
to receive free produce. But what was 
offered was much more. There was an 
interaction with the Brighter Bites staff, 
volunteer teachers, and volunteer parents. 
The staff and teachers were offering 
good nutritional advice and recipes 
for the fresh produce being distributed. 
The excitement generated there was 
impressive and contagious. I sensed 
this was a great opportunity to interest 
the children in much better choices for 
meals and snacks. I came away with a 
strong desire to support this program in 
any way that I could. It serves so many 
good purposes—developing better eating 
behaviors for our children while helping 
reduce childhood obesity. And, of course, 
it is creating more consumption for the 
most healthy, nutritious food we grow: 
fresh fruits and vegetables.”

Tim York, President, 
Markon 

Cooperative: 
“Brighter Bites 
is a tremendous 
opportunity for 
our industry to 

collectively address 
health and wellness, food 

waste, and sustainability. The 
educational program that is a component 
of Brighter Bites leads to a more diverse 
diet and increased consumption of 

fruits and vegetables, which means 
the potential for improved health. The 
fresh produce industry has always 
been generous, and Brighter Bites is 
an opportunity for it to demonstrate its 
continued commitment. Rich’s ability to 
grow Brighter Bites’ influence and reach 
is only limited by the willingness of our 
industry to work together. I don’t know 
of a better way for us all to work together 
to help underserved communities and 
create new demand for our products. 
We all win when we work together for 
the greater good, and I look forward 
to supporting the industry’s broad 
participation in Brighter Bites.”

After just a short time in this industry, 
I’ve come to know a handful of things 
as true. First, fresh fruit and vegetable 
growers are in tight competition. Second, 
our number one goal as an industry is 
to increase the consumption of produce. 
Third, we have the immeasurable ability 
to shift the way that consumers view 
food. And fourth, Rich is one of the few 
voices who can pull competitors into the 
same fold. 

It’s strikingly clear to me now that 
consumers deserve more from us. 
Brighter Bites is the budding meeting 
ground for this monumental goal, so 
there’s no excuse to journey onward in 
the same way that we always have. It’s 
time to step up, challenge each other, 
and ask the questions that still don’t have 
answers. Most importantly, we must 
become familiar with the discomfort that 
is inherent to change. 

Because, as the old adage goes, there is 
truly no time like the present.

To his delight, Rich has already seen 
partners start to step up, from associations 
to wholesale operators and foodservice 
companies. This further proves that 
neighborly values are alive and well in 
the produce industry. There are so many 
positive initiatives out there, like those 
generated by the Produce Marketing 
Association (PMA) and Produce for Better 
Health, that can pivot their efforts to drive 
home the consumption of fresh fruits and 
vegetables to improve health outcomes. 

“We want to become that meeting ground 
because we are all stakeholders in this 
industry and it is such a massive challenge,” 
Rich concluded.

From a few of the industry members I have 
spoken with, he is far from standing alone:

Cathy Burns, CEO, 
PMA: “Earlier this 
year, Nielsen found 
that many consumers 
have adopted regular 
snacking routines and, 

in some cases, they 
are replacing full meals 

with snacks. Our industry’s 
challenge is that the growth is occurring 
in indulgent snacks at a much faster rate 
than in produce snacks. Our Beyond 
Health study found that processed foods 
are significantly more closely associated 
with snack categories, while produce 
is more likely to be associated with 
meals. As an industry, we have to more 
effectively connect with consumers’ 
emotions when it comes to these eating 
occasions. Programs like Brighter Bites 
connect fresh fruits and vegetables with 
parents and their children and inspire 
and educate them on how produce can 
be an important part of their everyday 
lives.”

The industry has to realize 
that it’s not just a business 

issue. This is a public health 
issue that we can correct.

“
”RICH DACHMAN, CEO, BRIGHTER BITES
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Kicking off the year in style 
is a must when it comes 
to being at the top of the 
fresh produce industry 

game. Lipman Family Farms has 
long been amongst the top tier 
of field and greenhouse fresh 
produce providers. Setting the 
tone for 2020, the company is 
proud to bring forth new value-
added produce packaging to 
promote convenience at all 
levels, a commitment to top-
tier sustainability programs, and 
dynamic food safety practices.

For Lipman, consumers’ ever-
changing preferences remain at 
the forefront of its innovation 
strategy. New fresh-cut items 
and on-the-go fresh produce, as 
well as simple and accessible 
packaging allows the versatility 
and beauty of Lipman’s product to 
shine. Lipman currently offers 100 
percent recyclable or compostable 
packaging and, with its newest 
compostable Top Seal container, 
the team is committing to 
treading lightly on this Earth while 
delivering a high-quality, flavorful 
product. 

Lipman continues to expand 
its offerings with new growing 
facilities and packaging updates, 
as well as its progressive desire 
to keep the retail experience both 
dynamic and intriguing.

A Closer Look at
Lipman Family Farms 
Value-Added Packaging
By Jordan Okumura
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ristan Simpson insists she’s an 
underdog. 

On a particularly warm winter morning, I 
sit down to hear Tristan’s story. She starts 
with her family—your typical 13-sibling 
bunch—then jumps to her early days in 
the industry—beginning at the retail level 
and working her way backwards to the 
field—before culminating with where she 
is now. Through it all, Tristan insists, “I 
am a feisty underdog who has always liked 
to be unique and memorable.”

If  I were chatting with the Tristan 
Simpson from 25 years ago, fresh out of  
college and hungry for experience, who 
first sent a creative, though risky, cover 
letter and résumé to Smart & Final, 
then maybe I would be able to envision 
Tristan as a scrappy up-and-comer with 
something still to prove.

But, on this winter morning, all I can 
see is the strong top-dog with industry 
acclaim. To spot Tristan Simpson on a 
trade show floor or at an industry event 
today is akin to witnessing an all-star take 
to the field at the beginning of  a sporting 
event. She’s a marketing legend, an 
industry leader who has long since proven 
her prowess, and yet she still holds tight to 
the underdog identity.

By Kayla Webb

AN

UNDERDOG
T

“I’ve built a career 
around helping 
others and making 
brands memorable.”

- Tristan Simpson, 
Founder, tristanmicheleTM

TRISTANMICHELE™
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and returned to school because 
I wanted to challenge myself. 
If  you think too long about 
something, you talk yourself  
out of  it, and I didn’t want to 
talk myself  out of  challenging 
myself—both as a human being 
and as a professional.”
 
Tristan then pivots to her 
professional life, an area that she 
has been equally as devoted to 
enriching. Specifically, Tristan 

references the shift in her life’s purpose: 
Rather than chasing after a paycheck, she 
has rooted herself  in pursuing her passion 
for being of  service to others in the 
produce industry.
 

“I left Ready Pac Foods in 2017 because 
I felt like I had won the Super Bowl by 
assembling the best team and creating 
amazing innovations. After the company 
sold, I just wasn’t ready to get back on the 
field,” Tristan tells me. “I wanted to be a 
free agent, so to speak, but I didn’t want 
to go on the field in the same way that I 
was before. What I really wanted was to 
go out on my own. Once I left, quite a few 
folks started coming to me for help with 
their marketing strategies because I had 
something interesting to give.”
 
There are no sidelines when it comes to 
produce; you’re either in the game or 

you’re not. For Tristan, however, being 
in the game doesn’t always mean being 
on the field. In fact, playing the game of  
produce is unlike any typical ball-in-net 
competition. Instead, produce requires a 
unique skillset to outmaneuver consumer 
habits and implement plays that change 
shopping behaviors. Over the course of  
her career, Tristan has defined this skill set 
and, as a result, earned more Ws than Ls 
on her scorecard for her work in the fresh, 
natural, and organic consumer packaged 
goods sector.
 
Now, with her marketing consultancy 
firm, tristanmichele™, which she opened 
in 2017 to specialize in marketing, 
innovation, product development, public 
relations, communications, and sales and 
business development, Tristan is letting 
her fighter spirit power her forward. She 
is drafting a new produce game plan 
to keep those Ws coming for fruit and 
vegetable purveyors up and down the 
supply chain.
 

“The produce business is very family 
oriented, and so many emotions are 
intertwined in the running of  operations. 
I think that’s one of  the reasons why I 
liked the food industry—my own family is 
a big part of  my story and life, so I felt at 
home in my new produce family,” Tristan 
explains.
 

 
“When I first started 
in the industry at 24 
years old, I was one of  
a few female marketers 
in a predominantly 
male business. Fast 
forward to now, and 
yes, I’ve earned a 
seat at the table with 
large companies, but 
I’ve never lost my 
scrappiness,” Tristan 
shares with me. “I’ve 
built a career around helping others and 
making brands memorable. As I continue 
to tread a new path in my career as a 
private consultant, that underdog spirit 
continues to drive me.”
 
Beyond the legacy she has built as 
a marketer for leading California 
agribusinesses like Sun Pacific, Sunkist 
Growers’ Paramount Farms brand, 
Frieda’s Specialty Produce, and Ready Pac 
Foods, Tristan points to a few triumphs in 
her personal life that showcase her fighter 
identity. At the age of  38, she ran her first 
marathon. At the age of  46, she went 
back to get her MBA and graduated from 
the University of  Southern California.
 

“I believe that it’s never too late to do 
what you want to do and accomplish 
what you want to accomplish,” Tristan 
says. “I ran my first—and last—marathon 

Tristan Simpson, 
Founder, 

tristanmichele TM

“I believe that 
it’s never too 
late to do 
what you want 
to do and 
accomplish 
what you want 
to accomplish.”

Left: Tristan and her direct report 
leadership from Ready Pac Foods
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Like I mentioned earlier, Tristan grew up 
as one of  13 children—10 of  whom were 
adopted—which has not only given her a 
unique perspective but has also fostered 
her scrapper spirit in the best possible way.
 

“I think we were the Kardashians in a 
pre-Kardashian era. My mom would have 
been the ‘momager’ for sure,” Tristan 
jokes.
 
Like Tristan herself, Tristan’s mother, 
Margot, has never been “ordinary.” In 
addition to co-parenting her 13 children 
with Allen, her husband of  53 years, 
Margot was a small business owner, held 
a Ph.D. in Education, and worked as 
a professor at Pepperdine University 
in Malibu, California. Tristan notes 
that both of  her parents, but her mom 
especially, set an example for her and her 
siblings and encouraged them to pursue 
their passions in life.
 

“There were very few women in produce, 
let alone female marketers, when I first 
started. Fortunately, I grew up with my 
mom as an example. It also didn’t hurt 
that I have seven brothers who taught 
me how to navigate people long before 
I entered the industry. In fact, I think 
I received the best training grounds in 
my own family,” Tristan reflects. “Being 
one of  13 is a numbers game, too, and 
knowing when to speak up and say 
something has helped fuel my feisty spirit.”
 
Because her family is so integral to who 
she is, Tristan pays homage to them 
within her marketing business by adding 
to their legacies of  passion. In some ways, 
she does this simply by working to build 
tristanmichele into an industry marketing 
powerhouse. In others, it’s through the 
choices she’s made to market herself.
 

“While the logo I’ve created for 
tristanmichele looks like me, it’s actually 

based off of  my mom’s signature. She has 
since passed away from breast cancer, but 
the drawing of  a curly-haired girl she used 
as her signature lives on,” Tristan says. 

“When it came time to brand myself, my 
siblings and I just knew I had to use the 
drawing. It adds meaning to my business, 
and it’s memorable—there isn’t another 
like it in the industry.”
 
There really isn’t—something many have 
said and will continue to say about Tristan 
and her marketing acumen as she throws 
the weight of  her knowledge behind her 
latest passion project.
 

“What I am striving to do with 
tristanmichele is keep my finger on the 
pulse of  what people want and deliver 
something to them that is really amazing. 
Most people don’t know what marketing 
is: marketing is getting people to buy 
what they didn’t know they needed. 
We’re human and we gravitate toward 
what we know and it’s hard to break that. 
But that’s what I am working to do and 
help companies to do as well,” Tristan 
concludes.
 
At the end of  our conversation, I’m 
still uncertain if  she is a true underdog. 
Whether she’s on the produce pitch or 
calling plays from the sidelines, Tristan 
Simpson is an industry marketing 
competitor with the odds (read: skills) 
stacked in her favor. But what makes her 
a winner is not that she has won, but that 
she doggedly continues to play the game—
for the betterment of  herself  and those 
she serves. 
 
Whether that’s the characteristic of  an 
underdog, or maybe just a true leader, I 
can’t say. What I will say is that it makes 
Tristan Simpson a player to keep 
watching.

“There were very few women in 
the produce industry, let alone 
female marketers, when I first 
started. Fortunately, I grew up 
with my mom as an example.”

Margot Condon (pictured above) was one 
of Tristan’s earliest role models, which is 
why she pays homage to her mother in 
the logo for tristanmichele™
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T
he food industry has undergone 
several changes this past decade. 
You see plant-based meats, 
alternative milk drinks, and meal 
delivery rising in popularity 
almost anywhere a dart can 
land on a map. But what really 
surprised me in the land of the 

extra-large portions was actually 
quite the opposite: mini foods. I 
personally enjoy eating smaller 
portions of usually big dishes 
because then I get to experience 
even more flavors—the fear of 
missing out (FOMO) on variety in 
gastronomic flavors is real for me. 
But how did it come about?

Appetizers, small portions to whet 
the appetite, have always been 
a thing. The French have what is 
known as petit four, small bite-sized 
confectionery or savory morsels 
meant as one serving. And then, 
there’s the produce side. Mini 
produce isn’t exactly new—baby 
carrots, anyone?—but it has 
experienced a massive popularity 
punch recently. I’m talking 
DelFrescoPure® microgreens, The 
Little Potato Company Creamers, 
and Chelan Fresh Rockit™ Apples. 
Long gone are the fruits grown 
larger than your face just for their 
size; conventional staples we all 

grew up with are now widening their 
embrace for newer products to join 
the fold. The mini, baby, and little 
fad has reached to what is perhaps 
the very foundation of all culinary 
creations, trickling down to growers 
and producers, thereby permeating 
our eating experience. I suppose, for 
me, the rise in the small food cult 
essentially begins in Japan.

Light perusal on the internet 
would lead investigators back to 
YouTube as the origin of mini foods, 
accrediting Miniature Space as a 
leading pioneer since 2004. The 
proliferation of small food was due, 
in part, to unorthodox creation, 
appearance (you eat with your eyes, 
right?), but also consciousness—if 
you eat smaller foods, it’s easier 
portion control. From my time in 
Japan, I believed that it was mainly 
a country-centric fad, but that 
mindset has breached U.S. shores. 
The explosive tiny food craze has 
traveled over the Pacific thanks 
to social media channels like Tiny 
Kitchen, and I now see an even 
bigger influx of mini food ranging 
from desserts to appetizers, even 
baby fruits and veg.

There’s a myriad of reasons why 
consumers as a whole eat smaller 

foods. Take weather, for instance. 
Weather conditions affect crop 
production, leading to either 
smaller sizes or yields. Thus, a 
new brand of marketing was 
formed. There is convenience in 
having smaller produce to wash 
or handle, making snacking easier 
and a leading category for health-
conscious consumers. Speaking of 
health, there is a shift in American 
consumption where labels like 

“organic,” “local,” or “simple” are the 
dominating preference amongst 
millennials and Earth-friendly eaters. 
And when these consumers have 
kids of their own, their children 
adopt that mindset. Smaller produce 
is grown to appeal to young children 
with health-conscious parents as 
well—a double-whammy, if you 
will. The smaller fruits and veg are 
also appealing for those who don’t 
have a large appetite or want to cut 
down on food waste. Or, there’s a 
wanderlust for food. For me, I fall 
into that latter camp.

Smaller portions and produce may 
be a fast food fad for now, but seeing 
as it has endured and thrived for so 
long, it may just be that one niche 
growers, innovators, and experts 
gravitate toward more. Who knows? I 
certainly can’t wait to find out.
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IFCO

PACKAGE
THE WHOLE
RETHINKING

By Maggie Mead
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he act of taking fresh food 
from the fields to the retail 
produce department is a 
precarious one, not unlike 
the way I jump up onto the 

kitchen counter to grab plates from 
high shelves. Getting the plate and 
having the plate are two different 
things, and if my balance is off, it 
all falls apart. Likewise, exceptional 
produce is only as good as the 
process that gets it into consumers’ 
hands. The journey to market 
contains many variables, but there 
is one in particular that has been 
gaining steam in our industry for 
some time now. I’ve said it before 
and I’ll say it again, sustainability 
is a boat you don’t want to miss. 
The initiative has gone well beyond 
environmental stewardship, and is 
now emerging as a highly profitable 
endeavor. 

When I think of recyclability, my 
mind first goes to consumer-end 
packaging and the reusable and 
compostable innovations that 
have hit the market in recent years. 
But as Craig Kelly, IFCO’s Vice 
President of Grower Sales North 
America, explains to me, companies 
throughout the supply chain—IFCO 
included—have followed through on 
initiatives to introduce that reusable 
quality to their operations. 

“With the advancement of 
operational, innovational, and 
environmental sustainability, the 

Reusable Plastic Container (RPC) 
business has flourished,” he tells 
me. “It is the perfect answer that 
complements many industry 
initiatives. The ability to reuse 
packaging and avoid one-way 
packaging has a huge impact on the 
environment.”

With sustainability being such a 
hot topic in the industry, packaging 
innovation is inevitable, and IFCO’s 
offerings remain on the cutting edge, 
providing an eco-conscious and 
entirely workable solution.

“IFCO RPCs have a standardized 
footprint and design elements 
specifically engineered to transport 
perishable fresh goods,” Craig 
says. “Our RPCs use fewer natural 
resources than single-use packaging 
alternatives throughout their 
lifecycle, from the energy and 
materials used in their manufacture 
through cleaning and repair to 
eventual recycling. And because 
they perform better in transit—
stacking securely and maintaining 
their structural rigidity—they offer 
indirect environmental benefits for 
retailers and growers. Less food is 
wasted so less energy and resources 
are required to replace damaged 
stock.”

By their very nature, RPCs are 
sustainable because they allow for 
the sharing and reuse of equipment—
it’s right there in the name: reusable. 

T
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Each container is used between 30 
and 120 times before being removed 
from service due to natural wear, 
tear, and design changes. IFCO takes 
it a step further, grinding up retired 
containers and using them to create 
the next generation of RPCs. With 
each RPC circling a supply chain 
infinity loop, it goes without saying 
that the process has a significant 
impact on the company’s waste 
output.

“Using IFCO RPCs instead of 
single-use packaging equates to a 
significant reduction in CO2. This 
is due to IFCO’s RPC design and 
the purpose of being reused again 
and again. No need to recycle and 
remanufacture them after every use 
like single-use packaging,” Craig 
assures me.

Craig lists off an array of truly 
impressive stats to me, but what 
stuck out was just how lucrative 
the switch to RPCs can be—the 
alternative packaging method 
reduces product damage by over 96 
percent. Think about just how much 
money is lost every year through 
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damaged goods. Now think about 
what that 96 percent could add 
to your bottom line. But there are 
many other benefits that come from 
RPC use. As they say, come for the 
profits, stay for the sustainability.

“RPCs use fewer natural resources 
and are maintained for consistently 
high performance throughout their 
lifetimes, reducing food waste 
in transit,” Craig shares with me. 

“Compared to single-use packaging, 
IFCO RPCs produce up to 60 
percent less CO2 emissions and 
86 percent less solid waste, while 
using 64 percent less energy and 80 
percent less water.”  

When speaking with Craig, I very 
quickly realize he is a bona fide 
expert not just on RPCs but on the 
complexities of the produce industry 
as a whole—someone with a deep 
understanding of the produce world 
that comes from years of experience 
and a natural aptitude. 

“I have seen many changes in the 
industry,” he says. “This broad 
perspective allows me to better 
understand growers’ needs and 
provide a service that meets their 
needs that is environmentally 
friendly.” 

Craig is unique in that he has 
amassed a comprehensive 
understanding of the food industry 
as a whole after spending more 
than 20 years in the sector. Chiquita 
was the first stop in Craig’s career, 
but after working for the banana 
provider, he stepped across the aisle, 
spending the next 18 years with 
Kraft Foods. However, the produce 
world was still calling his name, 
so he jumped on an opportunity 
with CHEP, a pallet company and 

previous sister company of IFCO, 
at a time when IFCO was looking 
for ways to work with the grower 
community and North American 
retailers.

IFCO has been delivering fresher 
food since 1992, a year that brought 
us both Wayne’s World and Ross 
Perot as a presidential candidate—
remember him? Since then, IFCO 
has become a global juggernaut and 
one of the largest RPC providers in 
the world, able to deliver premium 
produce daily to customers on five 
continents. With nine wash centers 
strategically scattered across 
North America, IFCO has cemented 
an extensive operations network 
in Canada, Mexico, and the U.S., 
positioning it as a highly valuable 
industry partner. 

“IFCO has dedicated enough 
resources to substantially add value 
to more levels of our commercial 
partners,” notes Craig. “We have 
three commercial teams including 
Grower Sales, Retail Sales, and 
Commodity Management. As 
commercial teams, we work together 
to solve our customers’ challenges 
by offering solutions to operational, 
merchandising, and harvesting 
opportunities.”

From soil to shelf (or perhaps 
bin), the produce supply chain 
provides numerous opportunities 
for sustainable initiatives that are 
as beneficial to the environment as 
they are to profit ledgers. There’s no 
reason why we can’t apply our own 
money-saving reusable practices to 
the produce supply chain in a way 
that benefits everyone, and for IFCO, 
such practices are a no-brainer 
for those who think outside the 
package.

“The ability 
to reuse 
packaging 
and avoid 
one-way 
packaging 
has a huge 
impact on the 
environment.”

-Craig Kelly, Vice President, 
Grower Sales North America, 
IFCO

IFCO RPCs are a great and versatile tool for growers, shippers, and retailers 
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he Golden State rivals many when it comes to growing 
regions across categories and commodities. The 
coveted California avocado finds itself at home in these 

ranks, and brings retailers a program anchor that draws 
traffic, defines consumer baskets, and paves the entry for 
produce proliferation. But let us not be the only ones to wax 
poetic about the green machine. Here are some words from 
industry leaders across the avocado category...
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“Growing up in California, I am very thankful for a 
man named Rudolph Hass. There is this craze for the 
California Hass that only comes once a year. I look 
for them wherever I go, from the produce counters to 
farmers markets. In my house, we use them to make 
everything from guacamole to avocado toast. It’s a 
wonderful time of year not only to enjoy California 
avocados, but to also have them as a sign that springtime 
and summer are right around the corner.”

“These days, I spend a lot of time in the kitchen prepping 
nutritious foods for my baby girl. Avocados were one 
of the first things in our house for her to try. In the 
beginning, she wasn’t so sure about this nutrient-rich 
green substance I was putting in front of her. Now, she 
loves them, and I love it because I know I am supporting 
her brain development. We started with mashed avos 
and, as she has grown, a dice or slice can just melt in her 
mouth.”

“I love avocados as they are so tasty, nutritious, and 
versatile! Avocado toast topped with blueberries and 
persimmons is a mind-blowing experience for sure. 
California avocado season is always an exciting time for 
our company’s two California packinghouses located 
in Escondido and Ventura. There will be promotable 
avocado volume in 2020, so retailers and foodservice 
customers have a great opportunity to promote and 
generate even more excitement for a fruit that has 
become a national phenomenon.”

Gary Clevenger
MANAGING PARTNER
FRESKA PRODUCE INTERNATIONAL

Denise Junqueiro
DIRECTOR OF MARKETING

MISSION PRODUCE

Gary Caloroso
REGIONAL BUSINESS
DEVELOPMENT DIRECTOR
GIUMARRA COMPANIES
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“Planting ourselves firmly in the California avocado 
season, our field experts estimate a larger crop topping 
around 350 million pounds, which will extend from 
mid-April to the end of August. And it’s no wonder—our 
Golden State’s fertile soil and cool coastal breezes help 
grow some of the best-tasting avocados around. The 
heart-healthy and diet-friendly appeal of this popular 
green fruit is a creamy, almost nut-like flavor that 
perfectly accents any meal. For the avo-enthusiast who 
appreciates seasonal, locally-grown produce, we’re 
proud to offer our California Gold Avocados in both 
conventional and organic options. With this premium, 
California-branded bag, there is no question that these 
delicious, fresh, locally-sourced avocados will be true 
green gold!”

“When you ask California avocado growers what their 
favorite way to eat an avocado is, most say something 
like, ‘all by itself.’ That’s because their creamy 
deliciousness is just so darn good, and the reason why 
we look forward to California avocado season. This is 
my favorite time of year, when the harvest is getting 
underway and marketing plans are blossoming into 
programs for spring and summer. And I’m very excited 
for the launch of our new advertising campaign! This 
season’s crop is shaping up to be considerably larger 
than last year, meaning broader distribution, promotable 
volume, and more opportunities to enjoy avocados on 
toast and sandwiches, as well as in salads, smoothies, 
and creative concoctions…or just with a spoon.”

“The 2019 season estimated total volume for avocados 
in the U.S. at over 2.2 billion pounds. We at Del Rey 
Avocado anticipate great promotional opportunities. 
This year, we believe we’ll experience record numbers 
on avocado sales, which is good for both the grower, 
the consumer, and, of course, the retailer.”

George Henderson
MARKETING MANAGER
WEST PAK AVOCADO

Jan De L yser
VICE PRESIDENT OF MARKETING

CALIFORNIA AVOCADO COMMISSION

Patrick Lucy
VICE PRESIDENT OF SALES

DEL REY AVOCADO
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