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But, let’s begin again. Fortune favors the bold—a 
belief I truly learned from all of you in this industry 
through the stories you have shared this year and the 
heels you’ve dug into the ground to hold steady the 
foundations you have so passionately built. 

With this 51st issue of The Snack Magazine, we 
stand in the unknown beside you and bring 

stories together of our dearest friends as 
we collectively continue down the road 
ahead. Stories from Tom Lange Family 
of Companies and Bravante Produce 
tell us how deep roots manifest strong 
visions. California Giant Berry Farms, 
Del Rey Avocado, and Sakata Seed 

America remind us how to embrace the 
nature of change in fresh and innovative 

ways. 

Our next generation of leaders also speak strongly 
here in these pages, combining the new and the old 
visions in the most perceptive of ways. I hope you can 
hear that hum of hope—it feels like resilience and 
sounds like tomorrow.

‘Til the next handshake, my friends. And there will be 
one soon.

I believe it.

2005 Capitol Ave., Sacramento CA 95811

EDITOR’S LETTER

ortune favors the bold. 

This expression is the only text left 
standing on the page two hours after I 

began this process. I’m on my third cup 
of coffee, my workspace decorated with 

mug-sized rings. Van Morrison’s 
“Moondance” is playing low in the 
background, and I have an itch 
in my mind that I just can’t 

seem to scratch with a pencil, pen, or 
blinking cursor. There are some days 
that feel as if words will not suffice. 
The ineffable quality of our global, 
regional, and familial situations seems 
too big to wrap in the comforting 
blanket of language—as enticing as that 
promise may be. But, like many in this 
industry, I will try and try again, getting it, 
maybe, a little bit wrong before getting it a little bit 
right.

I keep thinking that, this time last year, we were all in 
the thick of tradeshow season. Our team was already 
feeling a splash of exhaustion coming on, dispersed 
across the country visiting fresh produce and specialty 
foods clients, and we would just be coming out of a four 
back-to-back-Snack-issue run that we deem a milestone 
each year. This letter would seal the deal on the July 
issue, and we would all take a short but deep and 
welcomed inhale before diving into the second half of 
the year. 

So much can change in six months—now seven months, 
as we stretch our aspirations into July. That is both a 
reflection and a promise—it just depends on how you 
package it. 
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MENTORS IN THE MAKING

Jason Sadoian

IF PASSION WERE AN OBJECT, WHAT 
WOULD IT LOOK LIKE? 

When I picture passion, I see a small piece of 
citrus—a lemon growing toward the sun. It is 
a fresh, new beginning full of curiosity about 
what is yet to come. 

And now, after speaking with Jason Sadoian, 
I also picture Bee Sweet Citrus’s Sales 
Representative when I think of passion. Not 
only is this a quality he holds close as he looks 
to his own leaders as examples, but it is a word 
I hear each of his mentors use to describe him. 

“I had tremendous coaches growing up in 
Fresno, California, and in college, so my 
passion was to someday give back to others 
what they had so freely given me,” says Jason. 

“When I graduated in 2008 and moved home to 
evaluate my next steps, a mutual friend called 
and introduced me to Jim Marderosian, the 
Founder of Bee Sweet. Coming from Fresno, 
I grew up around families that were involved 
in produce, so the thought of getting into the 
industry someday never escaped my mind.”

Beyond the citrus category, the passion it takes 
to be a leader in fresh produce as a whole has 
long been embedded in Jason’s very core. 
From his baseball coaches to industry leaders 
like Julie Olivarria, Vice President of Produce 
at Sysco, Jason has surrounded himself with 
a team of strong-willed mentors whose 
enthusiasm he continues to replicate. 

It’s not every day that growers have a 
chance to seal the deal with big-name 
distributors like Sysco, but Jason and Julie’s 
union was symbiotic as they sat down to 
discuss Sysco’s collaboration with Bee Sweet. 
The next year, the two were doing business 
and a trailblazing mentorship was born. 

“Julie has shown me that hard work does 
pay off, having watched her start out as a 
merchandiser and rise to Vice President of 
Produce,” Jason tells me. “It’s every person’s 
dream to achieve that status when they work 
for a corporation, especially a large one like 
Sysco.”

Bringing new meaning to the concept of 
“walking before running,” Jason then built 
upon his formative relationship with Julie as 
he continued to expand the citrus category 
portfolio at Bee Sweet. This included further 
digging into the fresh produce supply chain 
and cultivating new connections. As he did 
so, Jason’s proverbial lemon tree of mentors 
sprouted new branches and helped him 
transform into a full-fledged citrus savant.

When I ask how he envisions his career 
evolving, Jason tells me that his heart is firmly 
rooted in sales as his greatest passions include 
problem-solving, people, and relationships. 

Joe Cimino, Vice President of Procurement at 
PRO*ACT, a veteran of the supply chain and 
another of Jason’s major influences on his 
career, was a sturdy extension of that lemon 
tree as Jason solidified his understanding 
of all supply chain operations. The two 

BY CHANDLER JAMES

Jason Sadoian,
Sales Representative, 

Bee Sweet Citrus
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industry stalwarts came together to form new 
opportunities for each of their companies, 
first shaking hands at the PRO*ACT Sales and 
Procurement Conference in 2018.

“Joe has shown me that energy and passion 
in our business set people apart—I’ve never 
been around someone who has that much 
passion for selling produce,” Jason says of his 
distinguished peer and mentor.

Jason’s excitement for building relationships 
is what makes him such a standout in the 
produce industry. His passion is driven primarily 
by the people he works with and learns from, 
and growing his career at Bee Sweet gave him 
the confidence to go head to head with our 
industry’s biggest players.

THE MENTORS
Here is what they have  

to say about Jason...

Joe Cimino,
Vice President of Procurement, 

PRO*ACT

You will be hard-pressed to meet someone 
in our industry with as much passion as 
Jason Sadoian. I’ve had the pleasure of 
doing business with Jason since 2010, when 
he was still fairly new to the industry. Early 
on, the passion he presented wasn’t always 
a positive experience for the customer. In 
fact, it might better have been described 
as outright stubbornness. However, Jason 
has always been open to feedback. Over 
the years, he has worked diligently to build 
up his knowledge and harness his passion 
to be more productive and aligned with the 
needs of his customers. These last 10 years, 
I’ve had a front-row seat in witnessing 
Jason develop both personally and 
professionally into an incredible business 
partner. Both Sysco and Bee Sweet have 
benefited from this young man’s presence 
on the desk, and I truly look forward to his 
continuing contributions to our industry for 
many years to come.

Jason has an uncanny ability to intently 
listen to a customer’s needs and either find 
or create a viable solution that benefits 
all parties involved throughout the supply 
chain. He truly takes a win-win approach. 
Jason’s knowledge, passion, and drive are 
easily recognizable and are things he should 
be proud of. He’s also one of the last true 
gentlemen in the business. Jason reminds 
me of an old-school produce guy from 
my grandfather’s generation—not only a 
man of his word willing to agree on multi-
million-dollar deals with a ‘handshake’ over 
the phone, but also one who operates with 
integrity and follows through.

Julie Olivarria,
Vice President of Produce, Sysco

Powered By

These mentors are kindred spirits of Jason, 
each committed to a fast-paced, passionate 
work ethic. The unexpected nature of this 
business is what drives many and, for these 
three, it is exactly what brought them together.

If passion were a fruit, it would be a popular 
one. Such a quality attracts like-mindedness 
and has the power to raise its victors above the 
rest. 

Passion is a tenacious trait, dominating the 
playing field, and, in this case, fueling Bee 
Sweet Citrus and Jason Sadoian with a zest 
quintessential to the citrus category. So much 
so that when consumers bite into these bright 
varieties, they’ll liken citrus to passion, too.
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

TOMATO ASPARAGUS SPAGHETTI SQUASH

Pure Flavor® Juno Bites 
Red Grape Tomatoes

1 pint Pure Flavor® Juno Bites red 
grape tomatoes

1 medium spaghetti squash, halved 
and seeded

4–6 asparagus spears, chopped into 
thirds

2 cups frozen peas
3 cloves garlic, sliced
½ cup basil, chopped
1 tsp olive oil
Salt and pepper, to taste

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 45 min
Servings: 2

1 Preheat oven to 400° F. Cut squash in half lengthwise. Scoop out any seeds.

2 Lightly drizzle olive oil over squash and sprinkle salt and pepper to taste. Then, 
turn over squash and poke holes in the skin using a fork.

3 Cook squash in the oven face down for 45 minutes, or until lightly browned on the 
outside.

4 Bring a pot of water to a boil and add asparagus. When the asparagus turns bright 
green, strain and add them to a bowl of ice water for 5 minutes.

5 Remove squash from oven and set aside to cool for 5 minutes. Using a fork, scrape 
and fluff the strands from the squash.

6 Heat olive oil in a pan over medium-high heat. Add garlic. After one minute, add 
tomatoes, asparagus, and peas. Sauté for 3 minutes. Season with salt and pepper 
to taste.

7 Pour tomato, asparagus, and peas over spaghetti squash. Garnish with basil leaves 
and enjoy!

To learn more about Pure Flavor, visit pure-flavor.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS
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W ith a buy-side background in his back pocket and a dynamic 
forward-looking vision leading his career with FreshSource 
LLC, Chad Miller has a name that resounds with passion and 

purpose in our fresh produce industry. Now, close your eyes and picture 
Will Ferrell playing him in a film about his life. Up for a few more twists and 

turns from our pal, Chad? Take a read, as we asked him some fun-filled IFs 
that will be sure to have you second-guessing yours...

» The IF List «
Chad Miller

Chief Innovation Officer, FreshSource LLC

With Jordan Okumura

IF you could be a character in any book, 
who would you be?
James from James and The Giant Peach. Who 
knew my career would rely on bugs and buying 
and selling peaches some 40 years later?

IF you had to choose now, what would your 
last meal consist of?
Spicy Mambo Caesar Salad from Mastro’s, a bone-
in filet, crème brûlée, and a glass of Pahlmeyer.
 
IF you could have any actor play you in a 
movie, who would you want?
Will Ferrell—“You stay classy, San Diego!”
 
IF you could imagine yourself in a different 
industry, what would it be?
Definitely something to do with the music 
industry.
 
IF you could have dinner with anyone, dead 
or alive, who would it be?
My mom, whom we lost on Mother’s Day seven 
years ago.
 
IF you were stranded on a desert island, 
what three or four items would you bring?
A satellite phone, so I could stay connected with 
family and friends, Spotify, a water purifier, 
and a YETI® cooler.
 
IF you had to wear 
the same thing every 
day, what items of 
clothing would you 
pick?
Some form of golf 
attire—shorts, polo, 
pullover, and 
a hat.
 

IF you could make everyone watch a 
movie of your choosing, which movie 
would you want them to see?
Rounders. Life is a constant gamble in which 
you need to take risks to reap the rewards!
 
IF you had to eat the same thing every 
day for the rest of your days, what would 
you eat?
I will probably second-guess my choices once 
they have gone to press!
Breakfast: Avocado toast with goat cheese and 
red pepper flakes.
Lunch: Wood-fired pizza.
Dinner: Tacos, if there is a salsa bar.
 
IF you could join any musician, dead 
or alive, on stage to sing or play an 
instrument with, who would you choose 
and why?
David Bowie, because of his generational 
influence on music and musicians. Plus, he was 
just downright cool!
 
IF you could reexperience an awesome 
day in your life, what day would you 
choose and why?

Ringing the opening bell at NASDAQ. 
It was a once-in-a-lifetime 

experience with family 
and friends.

 
IF you had a 
superpower, 
what would 
you want it to 
be?
Super speed. 
Although the 

ability to fly 
did cross my 
mind!

“YOU STAY CLASSY,
SAN DIEGO!”
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Tom Lange Family  
of Companies

Tapestry
Trustof

A

By Melissa De Leon Chavez
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hrough stories we learn, we 
identify, and we grow. Stories 
stitch together our history 
and culture, weaving our 

experiences into a colorful tapestry of 
life.

Tom Lange Family of Companies (TLC) 
is a brilliant brocade of faith, fun, and 
people, all sewn together by trust. Found 
woven throughout its sixty-year history, 
trust has brought out the best in each 
layer to strengthen the whole.

“That’s how we grew our business, by 
having confidence in our people. We 
hire the right fit, we train them, and 
send them out into the world to open 
something new. Then we repeat the 
process. We trusted that when we sent 
them out, they would do what was right,” 
Phil “Rock” Gumpert says simply.

He should know—he was the first stitch 
to this pattern.

“I was working for the Wabash Railroad 
on the produce terminal, where TLC 
had rail cars that would come into the 
market,” Rock, now Chairman and 
Chief Executive Officer, recalls. “The 
only thing I knew about produce was 
that those rail cars were filled with it. At 
the time, Dutch was moving his family 
to Springfield, Illinois, to open the next 
location, and I was hired and sort of 
thrown into sales—that was August of 
1964.”

He details a time of railways, telex 
machines, and conducting sales 
confirmations with shippers via Western 
Union. This was Rock’s world, leagues 
from emails and text messages, where 
he learned and trained under company 
Co-Founders Farrell “Dutch” Gay, Paul 
Biser, and Tom Lange himself. In telling 

the earliest stories of the company he 
helped build, Rock begins countless 
anecdotes with one of the Founders 
calling out to him, “Hey kid!” 

“Hey, kid! Get on the phone and start 
making some calls.”

“Hey, kid! Good luck.”

Before long, that kid was sent out to 
set up his own branch, this one in 
Indianapolis.

“Tom Lange really believed in that 
entrepreneurial spirit of saying, ‘Look, I 
trust you. Take the keys and develop the 
business,’” Greg Reinauer, President of 

T

Greg Reinauer (left) and Phil “Rock” Gumpert (right) celebrate Director 
of International Trade and Development Jossef Pikulak’s (center) 25 
years of service to the Tom Lange Family of Companies

TLC, says. Greg knows only the legend 
of Tom Lange—one he says continues to 
resound within the company and propel 
it forward. “We still live by that mantra 
to let people take risks and do the things 
they need to do to grow the business.”

In an industry of tradition, this simple 
but powerful philosophy sets Tom Lange 
Family of Companies apart. Where 
trust is usually earned by the salt on 
your brow and the dirt—proverbial or 
literal—under your nails, here it is the 
vehicle. The needle tying together all the 
threads of this company’s success.

“We gave our team the tools they needed 
to grow our business and our successes,” 

“One day, Dutch said ‘Hey, you know 
you’re like the Rock of Gibraltar. I’m 

calling you Rock from now on.’ I’ve had 
the nickname ever since. We became 
TDR—it was Tom, Dutch, and Rock.”

Phil “Rock” Gumpert, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, 
Tom Lange Family of Companies
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Rock recounts, telling me it is a strong 
streak of the right people that has 
brought the brand to this point. “We are 
a result of the hard efforts of so many 
people who have worked for and have 
been fellow associates of the Tom Lange 
Family of Companies. We couldn’t 
have done it without a great group 
of customers and a great relationship 
with a lot of growers, shippers, and 
transportation providers.”

All of this leaves me to wonder if trust 
breeds trust—if having the keys tossed 
into your hands inspires you to rise 
to the occasion, to be what is needed 
for the story to go on. Tom Lange 
Family of Companies certainly tested 
that philosophy in 1980, putting every 
employee at the table when it decided 
to give ownership to everyone in its 
business.

“We’re 100 percent employee-owned and, 
even as we continue to grow, it helps 
keep us grounded in the fact that we 
are family-focused,” Greg says. “As an 
employee stock ownership (ESOP), we 
create a unique opportunity for people to 
feel like they belong and have an impact 
on the business.” 

Having joined that family at a crucial 
turning point, Greg can share firsthand 
experience of coming into an established 
culture and navigating how to add to 
it. In 2012, TLC was reaching for the 
sewing needle yet again, weaving new 
technologies and process updates into its 
operations.

“TLC was deeply rooted in the industry, 
which was very appealing to me. The 
brand was very solid and continuing to 
grow. It was a great opportunity to be 
able to come in and help improve upon 

what it was doing and help manage 
growth so that the company can 
hopefully go on another 50 or 60 years, 
or more,” Greg tells me. “Technology is 
changing so rapidly; it has become one 
of those aspects that now has to remain 
on our radar. And being a part of the 
transition has been fun—we’ve brought 
in and developed a lot of younger or 
newer people that were here, and 
now they’ve developed into our most 
successful leaders, salespeople, logistics 
providers, and administrative and 
corporate staff.”

No matter the position, Greg tells me 
that a team mindset is encouraged 
right from the interview. The company 
culture is unanimous in its strategy 
of working together and building 
operations with a familial approach—a 
thread first braided together by the 
leaders that started it all.

“Tom, Dutch, Paul, and I always 
looked after everyone, making 
sure that we always did the best we 
could for our fellow associates and 
employees—whomever worked with 
us. That was foremost in our mind—to 
ensure people were happy in their 
daily lives,” Rock says, emphasizing 
that this thoughtfulness extended far 
beyond company walls. “We started 
a foundation—30 years ago, I think, 
now—and have given back to the 
communities where we have offices 
through charitable organizations. We 
are extremely proud of that, and will 
continue to do those things for as long as 
there’s a need.”

This altruistic approach runs deeper 
than corporate duty, stemming from 
Tom Lange’s own belief system, which he 
instilled in the company’s foundation.

“It’s important to us that those in 
our industry understand not just 
where we came from, but who 
we are. Produce isn’t just about 
doing business. It’s a passion and 
a way of life.”
Greg Reinauer, President, Tom Lange Family of Companies

Top: Alan Tagami and Brent Scattini 
of Tom Lange Family of Companies’ 
Seven Seas
Bottom: Through its family of 
companies, Tom Lange is able to 
ensure quality throughout the whole 
of the supply chain process
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One day, Dutch said, ‘Hey, you know 
you’re like the Rock of Gibraltar. I’m 
calling you Rock from now on.’ I’ve had 
that nickname ever since. We became 
TDR—it was Tom, Dutch, and Rock,” 
he tells me.

The giving of a nickname, from what I 
hear, was one of the many ways the Co-
Founders brought in that familial feeling 
of belonging—along with more than 
a few fun practical jokes that are still 
retold in office lore today.

“We want to continue to tell those stories. 
It’s important to us that those in our 
industry understand not just where we 
came from, but who we are. Produce 
isn’t just about doing business. It’s a 
passion and a way of life,” Greg says.

Our conversation is catching up to the 
present now, though the tapestry, I feel, 
is far from finished. It continues to be 
woven together with brilliant colors of 
fruits and vegetables, playful pranks, and 

that familial focus both Greg and Rock 
say can only be attributed to the people.

“The larger you get, the more difficult 
that tossing of the keys becomes,” Greg 
reflects. “As a company, we have 
believed and focused on the right 
things—the people and the ethics of 
the business. Everything we do is about 
service. And so it was very nice to come 
in and join this culture as it was ready to 
make a transition from those who have 
been here from the beginning, or close to 
it, to the opportunity of starting to bring 
in the next generation of Tom Lange 
Family of Companies.”

What I will leave you with is how Rock 
actually greeted me, which is to say that, 
no matter where you are in life, or where 
you will be, every day is a good day.

“That’s my attitude every day,” he says. 
“When I get up in the morning, I tell 
myself, ‘No matter what, nothing’s going 
to aggravate me today.’”

How is that for trust?

“Tom Lange made it very clear to me 
there was a code of ethics in the industry: 
Your word is your bond, and when 
you tell a customer or shipper/grower 
something, you had better honor that 
commitment and damn well do it. The 
same holds true today just as it did then. 
The Tom Lange Family of Companies 
continues to honor those principles of 
trust, honest ethical business dealings, 
and service to the industry,” Rock 
shares. “We have always treated our 
fellow associates as if they’re a part of 
our family. We take a personal interest 
in each and every one of them. Quite 
frankly, I wouldn’t ask somebody to 
do something during their day that I 
wouldn’t do myself.” 

Because, truly, anything Rock might 
request he has likely already done. 

Which brings me to asking how he went 
from “Phil” to “Rock,” and I am so 
grateful I did. It turns out that much of 
what embodies a Tom Lange protégé 
can be found in the one word that 
became this name.

“I would be at the office for whatever time 
was required, and when I wasn’t I could 
also do what needed to be done from 
my house. I had a phone set up at home 
and at the office so that I could make 
any call that needed to be made 24/7. 

A philosophy of “your word is your bond” fuels all aspects of the Tom Lange 
Family of Companies’ operations

The Tom Lange Family of Companies 
is deeply proud of its work in the 
communities it is a part of
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While I love looking at the night sky for inspiration, 
sometimes the stars I seek are a little closer to 
the plate. Starfruit, also known as Carambola, 

is both a fruit and a treasure that I always keep my 
eye out for as I traverse the produce aisles of my 
regional grocery stores. Nature is full of mystery 
and beauty—and don’t we know it here in the fresh 
produce industry. From cocktail garnishes to day spa 
snacks and rare finds on fresh fruit plates, the delight 
is always elusive and uniquely desired by many.

If we eat with our eyes first, then starfruit provides the 
constellation we seek as we look for guidance on how 
to dress the plate fashionably, tastefully, and healthily. 
For those new to this beauty, starfruit is an oblong 
golden-colored gem with five deep ridges, or “wings,” 
running down its length. Some varieties turn a pale 
greenish-yellow to rich gold when ripe. They may have 
some dark brown along the five ridges—this is normal 
and does not affect the flavor. The flesh should still be 
quite firm to the touch and devoured as the consumer 
likes.

When you cut the starfruit crosswise, you get the 
coveted star shape the industry and consumers 
adore. The thin, waxy skin covers a golden flesh with 

a refreshingly crisp, chewy texture and lightly sweet 
and tangy flavor, as companies like Frieda’s Specialty 
Produce tell us. Think of it as both a palate cleanser 
and a way to stimulate the imagination.

Consumers may need a little tease before they jump 
in feet first—so it is always good to share a little 
background on any item that catches the eye but 
might perplex the mind. Starfruit is a great source of 
vitamin C and fiber as well.

Shipped year-round and grown in regions in the U.S. 
as well as Taiwan, starfruit may become a staple in the 
produce department or on the table, so consumers 
should be coaxed on how to choose the coveted item. 
For me, I love the simple forms of produce—slice and 
serve.

If only every industry could claim such celestial 
delight—then again, that is what makes us fresh 
produce.

By Jordan Okumura
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Joe McCoy
Fresh Produce Buyer, Publix

YEARS at 
Publix:

39

FAVORITE 
PRODUCE ITEM: 

Strawberries

Years in 
produce: 

39

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 Joe   
A WHOLESOME HERO? 

Fresh produce is the epitome of  
health and wellness, which is why Joe 
McCoy has made a serious effort to 
inspire, encourage, and recruit more 
members of  our industry to practice 

what we preach. The buy-side vet 
has become a pillar in his community 

simply by asking his friends, family, 
and coworkers to join him in leading 

a healthy lifestyle. And, as an avid 
runner for 10 years, an enthusiastic 
cyclist for 15, and a fresh produce 

advocate for almost four decades, it 
hasn’t been hard for Joe to get his 
community involved in the health-

forward activities he loves.

Exercising equals Socializing

Leading by Example1

2

3

4

5

6

Publix Joins In

Advice for Others

What Drives Him

5
3

6
How He Started

“I spend a lot of my time involved in 
fitness outside of work, helping my family, 
friends, and coworkers stay motivated by 
joining them for exercise events to build 
camaraderie. Sometimes we even have 
contests, where we weigh-in and laugh 
together. We have also done events like 

relays and are training for a half Ironman, 
which three of us are doing next April.”

Joe bikes, runs, and walks about 20-25 hours 
a week. He encourages others to join him on 
these excursions, often taking them to new 

places and introducing them to fun activities 
like social running, walking, or pedaling 
to get their heart rates up. In addition, he 
encourages his community to eat healthy. 

“Doing what I do for work, I believe in the 
power of fresh produce,” Joe said.

“I’m driven by consistent challenges—I 
don’t do well with boredom or stagnancy. 

I like that every day is different in the 
produce industry. You never know what the 
problem is going to be when you come into 
the day as a Fresh Produce Buyer. We are 

constantly dealing with the weather, how it 
affects crops, and other daily opportunities. 

During the pandemic, the whole Publix 
team has worked hard since what we do is 

a necessity.”

Publix also does its part to encourage its 
community to adopt a healthy lifestyle 
by sponsoring a distance classic every 
February, where Joe gets to meet up 

with many of the people he’s inspired, 
including John Buchannan, a co-worker 
at Publix, and Sarah Powers, CEO of 
a nonprofit company that helps young 

women stay focused.

“I actually picked up running late in life. 
About 10 years ago, my wife asked me to 
run with her. I said, ‘I won’t run, but I’ll 
ride my bike while you run.’ After seven 

minutes, she was done and I thought, ‘Oh, 
I can do that!’ I got a pair of shoes and said, 
‘I’m ready! Let’s go run.’ I couldn’t believe 
how good that felt. From then on, running 

became a mental and physical benefit 
because I could clear my mind or use it as 

a conversational tool and social outing with 
coworkers and friends in the community. 

Now, I try to dedicate three days to each of 
the sports I do a week with one day of rest.”

“Balance is key. Between work, spending time 
with family, getting the necessary nutrition, 

and setting realistic goals, everything should 
be in balance. Once balance is achieved, it’s 
easier to take better care of our health and 

focus on the positive things in life.”
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Starting a business in fresh produce is 
much the same. And George Bravante was 
the perfect foundation, full of unrivaled 
confidence that quickly catapulted him to 
the forefront of the industry. His foray into 
the table grape and citrus industries may 
have happened by chance, but the frame of 
George’s business, Bravante Produce, was 
designed with intent.

T o build a house, you first must lay 
a sturdy foundation. Pay close 
attention to the materials you use 

as each will be integral in achieving your 
vision. Next, construct the frame—the 
infrastructure of any building. And from 
there, use the knowledge you’ve gained 
to bring the home to its fruition.

BY CHANDLER JAMES

Bravante Produce

30



“NOW, WE’VE GOT A REALLY 
GREAT BUSINESS AND 

ARE CONSIDERED A HIGH-
QUALITY PRODUCER.”

 
- GEORGE BRAVANTE, FOUNDER, BRAVANTE PRODUCE

“I started in public accounting out of 
college and landed in the real estate 
business. Around ’92, my wife and I 
made some friends in the Napa Valley 
of California and we quickly decided 
we wanted a place up there. We bought 
a 25-acre parcel and planted some 
Cabernet Sauvignon grapes for fun,” 
explained George, Founder of a now 
fully-realized fresh produce business. 

“Three years later, everybody wanted 
to buy our grapes—it turned out that 
Howell Mountain was a great spot for 
growing premium Cabernet Sauvignon. 
With so much interest in the supply from 
premier producers, we decided to take 
a shot and produce our own wines and 
started the Bravante Vineyards label. 
That was our first exposure to the ag 
business, and I had a visceral reaction—I 
loved it.”

One of the greatest attributes of 
Bravante’s unshakeable foundation is 
George’s aspiration to be the best of the 
best. From the beginning, George’s focus 
was on growing high-quality grapes—
the wine was secondary. His extensive 
real estate experience was also integral 
in the process of building Bravante as 
he extended his network beyond wine 
country, linking up with a citrus farming 
family in California’s Central Valley. 

“I came across a 320-acre citrus ranch in 
Ivanhoe, California, and I got a fantastic 
deal on it. Because I enjoyed working 
the ranch so much, I soon bought my 
second—a 780-acre network of ranches,” 
George told me. “Soon afterward, we 
added another 400 acres, then started 
looking into our own packing operation. 
We purchased 14 acres of land in 
Reedley and designed and built a state-
of-the-art packing and cold storage 
facility. The business really took off from 
there.”

George  Bravante, 
 

FOUNDER, BRAVANTE 
PRODUCE
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Bravante’s first packing house was 
completed in 2006. Once George’s vision 
of a first-in-class supply chain began 
to take shape, his foothold in the citrus 
category became rock solid. The walls 
of this fresh produce home were being 
erected, and George wasted no time in 
expanding his burgeoning business.

“My next move was to build out the 
table grape program, so I got in 
contact with Gary Pitts who was 
a legendary industry innovator 
of that time,” George said with 
a grin. “He had a beautiful 
portfolio of roughly 750 acres 
of premium table grapes, and 
part of it was on the highway 
with further commercial 
development potential. It 
was in the middle of Fowler, 
California, and I learned that the 
land and water were superior. I made 
him an unsolicited offer—he literally 
took it instantly.”

George quickly brought the land up 
to his standards, reworking the grape 
varieties and, soon, investing in his next 
build-out, this time expanding Bravante’s 
lineup of premium fresh produce.

“We purchased more citrus and table 
grape varieties, as well as some cherries. 
Now, we’ve got a really great business and 
are considered a high-quality producer,” 
George reflected. 

His word choice in describing Bravante 
struck me. And all in the same breath, 
I understood what truly drives this 
company. George isn’t in it for the money. 
He’s in it to build the most successful 
company he can.  

“ESTABLISHING PERSONAL 
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN SUPPLIERS 

AND BUYERS IS CRUCIAL. I FEEL A 
GREATER SENSE OF PRIDE WHEN I 

SEND PRODUCT TO A FRIEND, AND I 
BELIEVE IT’S SOMETHING EVERYONE 

IN THE INDUSTRY CAN BENEFIT FROM.”
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Now that Bravante is a full-fledged 
produce player, George is looking to 
leverage another of his foundational 
strengths: relationship building. Close 
partnerships with buyers is the key to 
George’s continued growth plan; the 
sentiment that home is not a place, but 
instead, the people you surround yourself 
with, reigns supreme in his mind.

“Establishing personal relationships 
between suppliers and buyers is crucial. I 
feel a greater sense of pride when I send 
product to a friend, and I believe it’s 
something everyone in the industry can 
benefit from,” George divulged. “We 
give our vendor partners the freshest 
produce they can imagine, and in return, 
their customers get a great value for their 
purchase, we get a good return on our 
investment, and that buyer relationship 
continues to get bigger and better.”

Building out retail relationships isn’t the 
only growth opportunity on Bravante’s 
horizon, as George also teased that 
further physical expansion is already 
underway. 

As he scouts out his next plot of land, 
premium soil and water are once again 
top of mind. He also insists on being 
within driving distance of all Bravante 
assets, further solidifying his belief in 
taking a hands-on approach.

“We’re currently expanding our Reedley, 
California, facility by increasing the 
cold storage and building more space 
for our table grape packing line. We’re 
very eye-on-the-ball all the time and are 
skilled at researching how to do things,” 
George concluded. “We also have a lot 
of new grapes in the ground—some are 
producing now, but we’re continuing to 
evaluate and add newer varieties that we 
like. On top of that, we have planted a 
lot of mandarins and lemons in the last 
three to four years.”

From the cleanliness of Bravante’s 
packing facilities to the trucks that its 
employees drive, George ensures that 
everything the company does is of the 
highest quality. There is no ceiling to the 
house he is building. Perhaps that is the 
simple difference between a business and 
what George has created with Bravante 
Produce. The same difference which 
makes a house a home.
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

DUTCH BABY PANCAKE WITH VANILLA MASCARPONE AND WHITE PEACHES

Farm2You™ 

White Peaches

2 cups Farm2You™ white peaches, 
sliced

3 tbsp butter
3 large eggs, room temperature
½ cup milk, warmed
½ cup flour
4 tbsp sugar, divided
¼ tsp salt
1 cup mascarpone cheese 
1 vanilla bean, split and scraped
Pure maple syrup 
2 tbsp confectioners sugar

Prep Time: 20 min
Cook Time: 15–20 min
Servings: 2–4

1 Preheat oven to 425° F. 

2 Place eggs, milk, flour, salt, and 2 tbsp sugar in a blender and blend until well 
combined. Let the mixture sit 10 minutes.

3 Combine mascarpone cheese, 2 tbsp sugar, and scraped vanilla bean and mix well 
to combine.

4 Place butter in a large oven-safe skillet and place in preheated oven 1–2 minutes 
until butter melts. Pour egg mixture into skillet and bake until puffed and golden 
brown, about 15–20 minutes. 

5 Let cool slightly before topping with vanilla mascarpone mixture and sliced peaches. 
Drizzle with maple syrup and dust with confectioners sugar to serve. 
 
Recipe by Vicki DeFrancesco

To learn more about Trinity Fruit Company, visit www.trinityfruit.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS
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BOLDT he

By Jordan Okumura
Return

North Bay Produce

36
Michigan blueberry growers Brent and John Baumann are also shareholders in 
North Bay Produce, making each blueberry count for the company’s vision



While some might say with 
every beginning there is an 
end, I am of the school of 

thought that with every beginning, there 
is also a return. 

Sure, you may never step into the same 
river twice, but the memory of that 
water’s movement, of that bend in the 
topography of the land, is in itself a 
return. I like to think serendipity is at 
play. We orbit the sun, seasons cycle 
toward and away, birds migrate on a 
well-traversed course, and, if you are 
North Bay Produce, the summer months 
indicate a return home. A home of 
beginnings.

“July marks a return to our roots as a 
company and to the growing regions 
where our Founders cut their teeth and 
laid the groundwork for what North Bay 
is today. We have grown across a global 
stage during our more than 35-year 
tenure in this industry,” President Nick 
Osmulski shares with me as he tethers us 
to the company’s distant origins of 1984. 

“Our company originated as a group of 
growers within a processing cooperative 
in Michigan, who began looking for 
additional outlets for their fruits and 
vegetables to thrive outside of juice, 
sauces, and canned products.” 

It is a sentimental journey for a company 
that has experienced explosive growth 
across its key categories in recent years. 
While many could perceive North Bay’s 
dogma as corporate and boasting due 
to its wide-spread success, progressive 
growth strategies, and international 
footprint, the company operates in a 
much more admirable space, as Brian 
Klumpp, Director of Marketing and 
Strategic Development, shares with me.

NORTH BAY PRODUCE HAS A 
DISTINGUISHED HISTORY OF BEING 
A QUIET AND HUMBLE COMPANY. 
WE WANT TO REMAIN MODEST YET 
REVEAL TO THE WORLD WHY THEY 
SHOULD KNOW US WELL.

Brian Klumpp,
Director of Marketing and Strategic
Development, North Bay Produce

Top: North Bay Produce’s headquarters is nestled in the lush environment and 
landscape of Traverse City, Michigan 
Bottom: Ken Schwallier’s apple farm in Michigan provides North Bay Produce a 
thriving grower partnership

“

”
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“North Bay Produce has a distinguished 
history of being a quiet and humble 
company. We want to remain modest 
yet reveal to the world why they 
should know us well,” Brian expresses. 

“Michigan in July keeps us close to our 
roots and the principles that we were 
built upon. The beauty of the North 
Bay global cooperative is that we truly 
encompass a group of growers that 
eat what they produce. So, this deep 
investment in our land and what we 
grow is more than just financial. It is a 
commitment and a promise to provide 
safe, flavorful food that is inherent to all 
our farmers, because we feed our own 
families with the produce we cultivate.”

As an industry built by the land for 
the land, it only seems apt to compare 
ourselves to the Earth in these 
sentimental and exploratory ways. And 
in such a sense, this returning home to 
Michigan for its 35th summer blueberry 
harvest is a way for the company to 
reflect on, even excavate, the strata of its 
beginnings.

North Bay is an extraordinary kind of 
alloy, beginning as Wilderness Fresh 
Produce in Traverse City, Michigan. 
The company could not have known 
that it stood to gain more international 
traction three and a half decades 
later than ever before—all due to its 

dedication and will to keep its feet firmly 
planted.

“Those first growers in Michigan began 
venturing into the fresh fruit and 
vegetable market and created Wilderness 
Fresh Produce as a division of Cherry 
Central Cooperative, producing and 
marketing apples, blueberries, and 
asparagus, all of which Michigan is well 
known for. These continue to be some 
of the core commodities of North Bay 
Produce today,” Nick tells me. “One of 
our key goals early on was creating a 52-
week supply through the diversification 
of Southern Hemisphere and Northern 
Hemisphere production. These were 
counter-seasonal to each other to bridge 
supply gaps during the year. In doing so, 
we became more of an important partner 
in our customers’ supply chain.”

To achieve this, the company 
incorporated on its own and North Bay 
Produce was started with five original 
member growers in 1991—four from 
Michigan and one from Peru—forming 
one of the first international grower-
owned produce marketing cooperatives. 
With the wind, water, and soil of 
Michigan inlaid in their dreams, these 
growers cast their vision into orbit to 
revolve annually around the sun.

“The model of the company has also 

been key to our success. We’re a grower-
owned cooperative with 31 member 
growers spread out over six different 
countries—the U.S., Mexico, Chile, 
Argentina, Uruguay, and Peru—and 
each one has equal ownership in the 
company around the world,” Nick shares 
with me. “Together, they make up our 
Board of Directors. The profits that the 
cooperative generates go back to the 
members in the form of a dividend each 
year, which helps our growers reinvest in 
their farms and stay sustainable for the 
future. This gives even more meaning to 
the idea resounding in 2020 that we are 
all in this together.”

Today, North Bay’s core commodities 
consist of blueberries, blackberries, 
raspberries, apples, and a line of 
vegetables, including asparagus, snow 
peas, sugar snap peas, and French 
beans. The berry category makes up the 
majority of its revenue, with blueberries 
leading the way—and a bulk of that 
berry program is right there in the heart 
of Michigan.

Blueberries have been a part of North 
Bay since its inception, and for the past 
15 to 20 years, the category has been 
the most significant contributor to the 
company’s incredible growth. Being 
labeled a superfood, with the support of 
consistent year-round availability, has 

Ken Schwallier, shareholder 
and Chairman of the Board of 
Directors of North Bay Produce, 
tastes the fruit of his labor 
straight from the tree
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helped increase per capita consumption 
of fresh blueberries from .26 lbs to nearly 
2 lbs over the past 20 years, Brian adds. 
New varieties and new growing regions 
also keep the supply consistent and have 
allowed the members of North Bay to 
stay close to the land, circling the globe 
each year—vying for growth as a way of 
providing for plates around the world. 

North Bay has allowed retailers the 
opportunity to promote blueberries 
nearly any week of the year—all while 
keeping consumers coming back for 
more. Brand and customer loyalty at its 
best, if you ask me.

“Our summer blueberry program is 
very special to North Bay Produce 
because, at the heart of it, our entire 
blueberry program began in Michigan 
over 30 years ago. Our naturally acidic 
blueberry soils and moderated lake-effect 
weather make Southwest Michigan 
an ideal natural growing area,” Nick 
expresses. 

With the firm foundation of the 
company’s blueberry program anchoring 
its success, the company has turned its 
sights to global expansion in recent years 
to bring more value across the world 
markets.

“We have sales offices in the U.S., Europe, 
and China, with additional procurement 
offices in Argentina and Chile. Our 
warehousing operations are in Miami, 
Florida, and Mascoutah, Illinois and the 
Miami warehouse handles the majority 
of our shipments arriving from South 
America’s Argentina, Chile, Peru, and 
Uruguay growing regions. In contrast, 
our Mascoutah warehouse handles all 
Mexican arrivals along with some of our 
domestic grower’s production,” Nick says 
as he traverses the globe in his mind and 

as Nick’s wheels turn, you can sense that 
enormous trek happening right behind 
his eyes.

I can only imagine what it must feel 
like to have that vast connection to 
the Earth—a literal network of roots 
wrapping their systems into new homes, 
into rare earth elements.

To keep that incredible cycle of growth 
evolving, 17 of North Bay’s grower 
members operate their packing and 
shipping facilities throughout the U.S. 

The company’s logistical capabilities 
are immense and provide a considerable 
benefit in servicing customers’ needs. 
The Mascoutah warehouse’s placement 
is strategic as well, centrally located in 
the U.S., allowing North Bay to deliver 
to the majority of its customers the next 
day. This speed to market means that 
customers can rely on North Bay for 
not only the pre-planned shipments but 
also those last-minute requests when the 
unexpected need for more product arises.
Anticipating the needs of the customer 
is what North Bay does best. While the 
company relies on its rooted network 
to help retailers flourish, the company 
instinctively knows that change is the 
only constant in our fresh produce 
industry, and so has risen to the 
demands of the day—perfectly timed 
for its July return to Michigan’s growing 
regions. 

“This season, North Bay Produce is 
proudly introducing our new packaging 
for our fresh produce lines,” Brian 
reveals. “As our company has grown as 
a recognized leader providing high-
quality products with outstanding levels 
of service, and dynamic people making 
it happen, we wanted new packaging to 
reflect these qualities of our company.”

THE PROFITS THAT THE COOPERATIVE 
GENERATES GO BACK TO THE MEMBERS IN THE 
FORM OF A DIVIDEND EACH YEAR, WHICH HELPS 
OUR GROWERS REINVEST IN THEIR FARMS AND 
STAY SUSTAINABLE FOR THE FUTURE.

Nick Osmulski,
President, North Bay Produce

“
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The first thing you will notice is the 
larger North Bay Produce logo, Brian 
tells me. North Bay’s “stamp,” as the 
team often calls it, remains the same 
symbol it has been for years. The 
message: North Bay has farms all across 
the Americas and the company serves 
customers globally as well. 

“By making the logo larger, we are simply 
trying to help people know us better,” 
Brian notes. 

The new packaging is an aesthetic 
vision that simultaneously addresses 
consumers’ health needs with designs 
that are fresh and vibrant with clean 
colors. The aqua color, as used in North 
Bay’s conventionally grown produce, 
represents the pure and fresh fruits and 
vegetables that its growers cultivate. 

The bright green, as used 
in North Bay’s organically 

grown products, represents 
the “clean and green” 
practices that make the 
team’s organic produce 
so appealing to people. 

And, to further support 
North Bay’s commitment 

to bringing the best food 
to market, the company’s 

fruits and vegetables have 
been certified by the American 

Heart Association’s Heart 
Check Food Certification 

program for its fresh produce, 
even going so far as to conduct 

a national survey to confirm its 
importance to shoppers.

North Bay Produce’s new packaging is 
available as of this month in a variety 
of specs and options, depending on the 

produce offered. These options include 
resealable punnets, clamshells, bags, and 
pouches in many different sizes of each. 
The vibrancy of the colors also indicates 
to consumers that there is a dynamic 
company behind the brand. Retailers 
will be happy to know that nationwide 
surveys showed hundreds of consumers 
overwhelmingly chose these designs 
over others—revealing that they would 
be more likely to purchase North Bay 
products because of the packaging. 

“Our objective was that, at a glance, 
consumers would recognize that North 
Bay’s produce was clean, fresh, and of 
great quality,” Brian remarks. “Also, 
since our farmers feed their own families 
with this produce, the phrase ‘From 
our farms to your family. Naturally,’ 
summarizes the best of what North Bay 
Produce offers—the freshest produce 
delivered right from where it is grown 
to the consumer, while always using the 
best practices to assure the healthiest and 
finest tasting produce.” 

Naturally, of course.

This year, the company is also taking up 
the recyclability charge and switching to 
a wash-off adhesive to aid in removing 
the label that will be recyclable, giving 
North Bay’s clamshells 100 percent 
recyclability. Going that extra mile was 
the change to Top Seal punnets, which 
eliminated 30–40 percent of the plastic 
over a traditional clamshell, and both 
the punnet and film are 100 percent 
recyclable.

I suppose it is all in the eye of the 
beholder, how we concretize our notions 
of history and beginnings, of the infinite 
return of all things in the end. Whether 
it is July in Michigan or the first laid 
crops in the soil of Peru 30 years in the 
past, this story is a reverie in itself. A 
simple return to the earth from which 
the company sprung some 35 years ago.

A tautology of beginnings. 

So, can we step into the same river 
twice? Maybe not. But to come full circle 
every year as July stretches its legs can 
feel like a gift. The serendipity of the 
return is like a tribute.

And like this story, you are always 
welcome to return.

North Bay Produce’s new packaging 
line distinguishes the company in 
an ever-competitive industry while 
elevating the retailer’s mission and 
aesthetic as well

AS OUR COMPANY HAS GROWN AS 
A RECOGNIZED LEADER PROVIDING 
HIGH-QUALITY PRODUCTS WITH 
OUTSTANDING LEVELS OF SERVICE, 
AND DYNAMIC PEOPLE MAKING 
IT HAPPEN, WE WANTED NEW 
PACKAGING TO REFLECT THESE 
QUALITIES OF OUR COMPANY.
Brian Klumpp

“

”
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utside of government and 
the healthcare industry, 
food and beverage are 
the largest employers in 

America, generating four percent 
of the country’s annual GDP and 
accounting for 12 million jobs 
(and, indirectly, millions more), 
according to a recent article 
published by Rolling Stone. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has debilitated 
the foodservice sector, with the 
Independent Restaurant Coalition 
reporting that former food and 
beverage industry employees 
account for 60 percent of the 
nation’s rising unemployment claims 
as of mid-May. While most chefs 
and foodservice operators had 
been mandated to close their dining 
rooms, they demonstrated fortitude 
and creativity by presenting new 
ways to support the health and 
wellbeing of their loyal diners and 
communities in this unprecedented 
environment.

Produce Excellence in 
Foodservice Awards

United Fresh has been there every 
step of the way to support the 
foodservice sector. Most recently, 
United Fresh celebrated the 

winners of its Produce Excellence 
in Foodservice Awards program as 
part of the Retail-Foodservice LIVE! 
General Session, held during United 
Fresh LIVE! in June. The winning 
chefs and foodservice professionals 
have not only demonstrated 
excellence in menu development 
that spotlights fresh produce, but 
they have innovated their models to 
continue operating. 

Chef Travis Peters, Executive Chef 
of The Parish in Tucson, Arizona, 
and winner in the program’s 
Casual and Family Dining category, 
collaborated with the local food 
media to create the Take Out Once 
A Week campaign for the city of 
Tucson. As the name indicates, the 
campaign features videos of local 
chefs encouraging the community 
to support local restaurants by 
ordering takeout at least once a 
week. The campaign caught national 
attention and helped stabilize 
restaurants.

“The staff at The Parish are like 
family, and from day one since this 
shutdown started, we knew we 
needed to pivot and hustle to keep 
everyone employed,” said Chef 
Peters. “We’ve been able to stay 

Chef Travis Peters, Executive Chef of The Parish in Tucson, Arizona

The Snack Editorial Contributor
Ben Massoud, 

Communications Manager, 
United Fresh Produce Association

O
Finds a Way

Foodservice
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successful because of community 
support and our outreach initiatives, 
enabling us to feed our staff and 
their families, as well as offer half-
priced meals for first responders and 
hospital staff.”

Kachka’s Executive Chef and 
Owner, Chef Bonnie Morales, and 
winner in the Fine Dining category, 
worked for weeks to develop a 
takeout program—among the first in 
Portland, Oregon—for a restaurant 
that was previously dine-in only. 
She started the day after her dining 
room closed to guests and, since 
then, the curbside pick-up/to-go 
menu has grown and evolved into 
what is now an expansive menu of 
to-go meals and pantry and grocery 
items spanning its veggie-centric 
dishes, famous dumplings, house-
baked bread, and even toilet paper.

Chef Morales and Chef Peters 
are two of the nine chefs and 
foodservice operators honored 
during United Fresh LIVE!’s Retail-
Foodservice Celebration General 
Session. 

“We’re thrilled to support this 
excellent program for the industry 
and honor leading chefs and 
foodservice professionals who are 
elevating the profile and increasing 
the consumption of fresh produce,” 
said Steve Grinstead, Chief 
Executive Officer of FreshEdge™, 
one of the sponsors of the award. 

The Produce Excellence in 
Foodservice Award program, now 
concluding its 13th year,
felt especially significant in 2020.

“We are in awe of what this year’s 
winners have done for their 
concepts and their communities 

during this crisis. Whether it’s 
changing menus overnight, donating 
meals to frontline workers, or 
banding together to support fellow 
culinarians in their communities, 
these chefs and foodservice 
operators are doing amazing things 
under incredible circumstances,” 
said Tom Stenzel, President and 
Chief Executive Officer of the United 
Fresh Produce Association.

Missed the festivities? The Retail-
Foodservice LIVE! General Session, 
along with United Fresh LIVE! 
programming that took place the 
week of June 15, is available to 
watch on-demand on the United 
Fresh LIVE! platform till September 1.

Fresh Insights 
for Foodservice

Despite the trials and tribulations 
throughout the foodservice business 
segment, the fresh produce industry 
continues to see foodservice trends 
that drive consumption. United’s 
Fresh Insights for Foodservice 
publication highlights on-trend 
foodservice applications for fresh 
produce in restaurants, at retail, in 
meal kits, and more. The Spring 
2020 issue has a dedicated section 
to the latest data and research 
on COVID-19, including how 
both consumers and foodservice 
operators are responding. To assist 
with menu planning for the fall 
season, the report also highlights 
baby lettuces, mangos, produce-
driven side dishes, acorn squash, 
grapes, tacos, and other new 
applications for fresh produce.

“There is no question that our 
industry is facing extraordinary 
challenges during this pandemic, 
but I am humbled by the efforts of 

Kachka’s new Portland, Oregon, 
takeout service in action

The Parish’s Goat Cheese 
Relleno from Executive Chef 

Travis Peters

Kachka’s Endive Salad from 
Executive Chef Bonnie 

Morales

our supply chain partners and the 
overall generosity of our industry. 
This issue of Fresh Insights highlights 
several operators who, despite 
circumstances, are continuing 
to include and highlight fresh 
produce on their menus, which is 
both inspiring and encouraging,” 
said Sarah Grady, Manager, U.S. 
Strategic Supply Chain, McDonald’s 
Corporation and Chair of the United 
Fresh Retail-Foodservice Board.

The United Fresh Retail Foodservice 
Board hosted a webinar upon the 
issue’s release to dive deeper into 
the content. To ensure the total 
supply chain—including impacted 
restaurant and foodservice supply 
chain partners—has the latest 
information to make informed 
business decisions, both the Spring 
Issue and the on-demand recording 
of the webinar are available free of 
charge for all on the United Fresh 
website. 

With the economies and dynamics 
of the day in such flux, the team 
at United Fresh is responding to 
the needs of our members and the 
industry as we look to weather the 
storm together.
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I N  S T O R E S  N O W
Visit REALSWEET.COM to learn more.

“The sweet taste of Vidalia®  
will keep you coming back  

for more.”

CHEF SHANNEN TUNE
Chopped Winner

“Vidalia® is my life’s work and I 
could not be more proud!  

How sweet it is!”

JOHN SHUMAN
President & CEO of Shuman Farms

T H E  S E A S O N  I S  H E R E

®

A  SHUMAN FARMS PRODUCT ION



P ackaging is a hot-button 
topic that I love to press in 
the materials debate. What 
packages our fresh produce, 

for many, is just as important 
as what it contains, ensuring a 
sustainable planet and a spot on 
shopping lists.

As more companies step into the 
arena to pave the way for a greener 
supply chain, the battle for the 
consumer’s eyes brings forward-
thinking companies front and center, 
wielding ingenuity and innovation 
as finely-honed swords. One such 
company looking to dominate the 
produce aisle with sustainable 
packaging is Trucco. 

This past May, Trucco unveiled a 
standout contender for the eco-
friendly ring in the form of its 
KiwiStar® packaging.

With an earthy brown to ground 
consumers’ eyes, the fuzzy berry 
will now don a soft orchid hue for 
a tantalizing play of colors. In the 
middle of the cutout, the handle also 
doubles as another aesthetic look 
at the bright green interior of the 
kiwifruit’s flesh. The ring of seeds 
serves as a bullseye, drawing the 
attention of the curious.

For today’s conscientious shoppers, 
Trucco’s new kiwifruit packaging 
embodies health for the body and 
the planet. The produce cultivator 
has outfitted its KiwiStar pack with 
100 percent plastic-free, recyclable 
paperboard—a knockout combo!

Housed in a simple tray and sleeve, 
the no-fuss packaging conveys the 
ease of enjoying the delectable fruit, 
in both organic and conventional 

A Closer Look at Trucco 
Organic KiwiStar® 
Packaging   
By Lilian Diep

options to bridge a wider audience 
of kiwifruit lovers. To help with that 
bridge, Trucco’s site, kiwistarkiwi.com, 
offers a host of resources retailers 
can utilize in-store to take advantage 
of this popular category.

Easy to eat, easy on the eyes, and 
easy on the environment, Trucco’s 
new eco-friendly innovation is a 
triple threat all in one convenient 
package. What more could you 
want?
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-  _THE

CROWN
OF A CRAFT

BY KAYLA WEBB

Del Rey Avocado

What’s in a name?
 
That which we call Del Rey Avocado by any other name 
wouldn’t be as sweet. Or impactful. Nor would it serve as the 

company’s looking glass, reflecting the team’s mission and goals in the 
avocado category.
 

“At Del Rey Avocado, we have strived to be an industry leader in the organic 
and conventional avocado categories by offering year-round supplies of 
healthy and great-tasting avocados,” Bob Lucy, President and one of the 
Founding Partners alongside Bob Siemer, shares with me. “We are a family-
owned operation that has been in business in Fallbrook, California, since 
1969. Together, our team has well over 40 years of experience running 
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quality packing houses and a very successful 
farming operation. We are blessed to have a 
diverse mix of older and younger people on our 
packing, field, and sales teams.”
 
Since its inception, Del Rey has worked to 
strategically broaden its operational footprint, 
gaining an appetite for growth as a team. In 
the past year, this growth has taken the form 
of a flotilla of expansion efforts, including 
new markets and facilities—both of which are 
bolstering Del Rey Avocado’s standing in the 
flourishing avocado category.
 

“Del Rey is one of the few California-based 
companies that owns facilities on the West and 
East Coasts, giving it greater control over its 
operations. In addition, we grow and import 
from four different growing regions, including 
Mexico, Peru, Colombia, and Chile,” adds 
Patrick Lucy, Vice President of Sales. “We also 
operate a total of seven packing and distribution 
centers strategically located throughout North 
America—a number that only continues to grow 
as we expand as a business.” 
 
Among its operations on both U.S. coasts are its 
new state-of-the-art bagging and distribution 
facilities in Vista, California, and Vineland, New 
Jersey.
 

“The decision to purchase our newest facility in 
Southern California follows in the footsteps of 

“WE WANT TO BE A 
PLACE WHERE OUR 
EMPLOYEES ARE 
PROUD TO WORK 
AND A COMPANY 
THE COMMUNITIES 
WE OPERATE IN ARE 
PLEASED TO PARTNER 
WITH AS WE SUPPORT 
NUMEROUS LOCAL 
ECONOMIES.”

- JESSICA HUNTER, VICE PRESIDENT 
OF PRODUCTION, DEL REY AVOCADO

our 2017 expansion in Vineland, New Jersey. We 
needed to double capacity, thanks in large part to 
increased avocado consumption and outstanding 
retail and foodservice customer relationships,” 
Patrick explains. 
 
The Vista facility is located along key 
transportation routes, adds 43,000 square 
feet of cold storage and ripening rooms to Del 
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Rey’s existing footprint, and infuses a touch of 
modernity to its operations. When the company 
made the decision to expand in this region, 
Bob Siemer and Bob Lucy looked to Jessica 
Hunter, Vice President of Production and third-
generation family member, to oversee the entire 
project. Since coming to work for her family’s 
business, Jessica has overseen major initiatives 
like converting conventional acreage to organic 
acreage, expanding Del Rey’s solar power 
capabilities, and other sustainability projects.  
 

“I enjoy the challenge of new and significant 
projects we as a company undertake. We are 
doing these things to create a stronger, more 
sustainable company as well as being a good 
corporate citizen. We want to be a place where 
our employees are proud to work and a company 
the communities we operate in are pleased to 
partner with as we support numerous local 
economies,” Jessica tells me. “Opening new 
facilities is one of our main goals as we continue 
to streamline our operations, improve efficiencies, 
and innovate how we meet the needs of our 
customers. The new Vista facility is one way 
we’re meeting this goal while simultaneously 
providing our growers with many benefits.”
 
Del Rey Avocado always strives to do better and 
to do more, as people and as a company. This 
mindset is one of the many reasons why the 

grower now offers organic avocados, which the 
team views as more than just a way to connect 
with today’s consumers. Since its expansion into 
the sector, the grower has transitioned significant 
acreage from conventional to organic and even 
planted new trees in its groves. 
 

“After all,” Bob Siemer says, “we are farmers at 
heart.”
 
I can’t disagree with Bob. Only farmers would 
respond to the rising demand for organic produce 
by returning to their orchards with a plan to 
build their own organic avocado program—
which is exactly what the Del Rey team did.
 

“We aligned ourselves with a number of 
farmers who share the same values of produce 
sustainability and organics. With the help of 
these farmers, Jessica and our field team have 
seen our organic production increase each year. 
With their ongoing support and our continued 
organic avocado planting, we will strive to offer 
a high-quality supply of organic avocados to the 
market,” Patrick notes.
 
Though this socially and environmentally 
responsible mindset isn’t always congruous with 
companies’ expansion efforts, Del Rey Avocado 
is committed to balancing both in its business 
model.
 

From left to right: Bob Lucy, President and Founding Partner; Bob Siemer, 
Founding Partner; Patrick Lucy, Vice President of Sales; Jessica Hunter, Vice 
President of Production; and Donny Lucy, Vice President of Procurement
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“We are dedicated to improving all aspects of our 
business practices, including ethical behavior, 
concern for employee health and safety, care for 
the environment, and community involvement. 
We recognize that our social, environmental, and 
ethical conduct has an impact on our reputation,” 
Donny Lucy, Vice President of Procurement, 
emphasizes. “Therefore, we commit to continual 
improvement in our performance, efficient use 
of natural resources, and aspire to commit zero 
harm to people and the environment where we 
grow and source avocados.”
 
These days, you can’t walk through any of our 
industry’s groves without hearing the word 

“sustainability.” Both a reflection of the extent of 
the produce industry’s innovation and the change 
underway in consumer buying habits, the green 
trend is overtaking the market and inspiring 
Del Rey Avocado to center its expansion plans 
around its compassion for the communities and 
environments it operates in.  
 
If these communities aren’t benefiting from 
its growth, then Del Rey Avocado isn’t 
accomplishing its goal. When I ask Jessica and 
Bob Siemer what programs the grower has 
adopted to help it stay on track, we end up 
discussing its solar energy projects at great length.
 

“Our commitment to the environment runs deep,” 
Jessica says. “It is part of who we are as people 
and as a family.”
 
At two of Del Rey’s Fallbrook area groves, the 
grower has installed ground-mounted solar power 
installations, designed by the San Diego branch 
of Sullivan Solar Power, with another installation 
on the roof of its Vista packing house designed by 
Baker Electric of Escondido.
 

“Solar energy isn’t just for homes or office 
buildings. Farms, wineries, breweries, and 
avocado orchards can greatly benefit from going 
solar,” Bob Siemer explains. “Solar power for 
farms can help decrease energy costs and increase 
productivity. And, of course, it can also benefit 
the environment by utilizing natural, renewable 
energy.”
 

Jessica chimes in again, promising, “We will 
continue to expand our sustainable practices long 
into the future. It makes sense for our company 
and the planet.”
 
Translated from Spanish to English, “Del Rey” 
means “of the king.” After talking with the team, 
it’s easy to see how this self-given title is a way for 
the company to call a spade a spade—or rather, 
an avocado an avocado—and outfit itself in the 
crown of its craft: growing and packing a category 
ubiquitously referred to as green gold. And gold fit 
for a king, at that.
 

“The avocados we grow and import meet our 
high standards for the world’s most perfect fruit. 
We also maintain close connections with all our 
growers worldwide. Our field staff personally 
visits every growing region throughout the year. 
In fact, our employees are the key to our growth 
and success. On top of that, our expansion 
would not be possible without the support of our 
customers and the tremendous relationships we 
enjoy with them. Not a day goes by where we 
don’t count our blessings,” Patrick concludes.
 
Between the Lucy and Siemer families, and the 
many team members at Del Rey Avocado, there 
are generations of experience growing, packing, 
and shipping avocados—with each generation 
taking up the mantle of change. As it continues 
to expand its operations, Del Rey Avocado is 
distinguishing itself as an industry leader by not 
just assuming this mantle but donning it with 
pride.
 
What’s in a name? For Del Rey Avocado, 
everything.

“THE AVOCADOS WE 
GROW AND IMPORT 
MEET OUR HIGH 
STANDARDS FOR 
THE WORLD’S MOST 
PERFECT FRUIT.”

- PATRICK LUCY, VICE PRESIDENT 
OF SALES, DEL REY AVOCADO

On average each year, a solar energy system 
can generate upwards of 274,204 kilowatt 
hours of clean renewable solar power, avoid 
the creation of 340,013 pounds of harmful 
carbon dioxide released into our air, and 
provide $60,325 in solar power savings

274,204 kWh
SOLAR POWER

340,013 LBS
CARBON DIOXIDE

$60,325
IN SAVINGS
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

MEDITERRANEAN SALAD WITH ORGANIC ONIONS AND HEIRLOOM TOMATOES

LIV Organic Produce 
Heirloom Tomatoes 

and Onions 

3 LIV Organic heirloom tomatoes, diced
½ LIV Organic New Crop red onion, 

sliced
½ LIV Organic New Crop white onion, 

sliced
1 head romaine lettuce, cut to size
2 cucumbers, diced
¼ cup fresh parsley, chopped
¼ cup Kalamata olives, sliced
¼ cup fresh basil, leaves sliced
4 tbsp olive oil
1 tbsp lemon juice
1 tsp red wine vinegar
½ tsp black pepper
½ cup crumbled feta cheese
Salt, to taste

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 4

1 In a bowl, combine tomatoes, onions, cucumbers, parsley, Kalamata olives, and 
basil. Add salt and set aside for about 5 minutes.

2 In a separate bowl, whisk together olive oil, lemon juice, red wine vinegar, and black 
pepper.

3 Dress salad and lightly toss.

4 Lay a bed of romaine on a plate and top with salad mixture.

5 Sprinkle feta cheese over the salad and serve.

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS
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MACKENZIE WORTHAM
Account Director, DMA Solutions

MY FAVORITE THINGS

Ambitious, adventurous, and passionate are all attributes that 
only begin to scratch the surface of this marketing up-and-

comer’s deep zest for life and the produce game. Want to learn 
how to speak Mackenzie’s language? I sure did. So, we asked her 

about a few of her favorite things...

Charcuterie

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

Shiba Inus

Texas

HIIT Workouts

Avocado

How I Met Your 
Mother

True Crime

Japan

Winter

With Jordan Okumura

Especially my 
Shiba, Zen! I 
am obsessed with 
everything about 
these silly little 
Japanese dogs 
and their bold 
personalities.

No happy hour is 
complete without wine 
and a charcuterie 
board to munch on!

No matter where 
I travel in the 
world, I am 

always happy 
to come home 
to The Lone 

Star State. 
The Texas 

pride is real, 
y’all!

A unique juxtaposition of 
the traditional and modern 
makes Japan a special 
place unlike any other,  
from the language to the 
culture to the food.

I think it’s the 
psychological aspect 
that fascinates me... 
I’ll take it in  
any form: books, 
docuseries,  
or podcasts!

I may be a Texas girl, 
but I love the cold!

I put it on 
everything! I 

could eat it at 
every meal and 

never get tired of 
it. More guac, 

please.

High-intensity 
interval training, 
or “HIIT,” is 
the best way to 
start a day and 
work through 
stress. You push yourself to your 
limits, and it leaves you feeling like 
you can do anything.

Some people loved Friends, 
but my husband and I have 
always been obsessed with  
the HIMYM quotes and 
references!
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As a proud Virgo, it’s all in 
the details for me. But, if I’m 
being honest, following a 
recipe with more than a few 

steps and ingredients isn’t always my 
ideal plan for these summer nights. 
The Little Potato® Company, however, 
is introducing a new, convenient 
innovation to the produce aisle so that 
consumers of all star signs can hack 
stress-free meal prepping.

Though the Easy Sides just hit the 
retail market, the latest addition to 
The Little Potato Company’s lineup is 
exactly what’s been missing from both 
produce aisles and shoppers’ carts. 
Available already fully-cooked and 
pre-seasoned in the package, the Easy 
Sides are so easy to prepare that the 
potatoes practically jump onto kitchen 
tables hot, crispy, and ready to be 
eaten.

If that’s not a guaranteed selling point 
with your shoppers, then consider 
this: When merchandised in-store, 
the Easy Sides can be the difference 
between diversifying your produce 
selection and not. Each package 
displays a color-coded flavor that will 
inspire shoppers to try them all and 
see what new pairings they can create 
at home. I’m already imagining the 
Paprika & Red Bell Pepper Easy Sides 
front and center at my brunch-themed 
barbecue alongside some poached 
eggs, creamy Hollandaise sauce, and 
freshly-cut fruit.

We may be homebound this summer, 
but that doesn’t mean we have to 
sacrifice quality. With The Little Potato 
Company’s Easy Sides in stores, that 
won’t even be an option for the buy-
side—and I would know. I’ve checked 
our horoscopes.

A Closer Look at The 
Little Potato® Company 
Easy Sides
By Kayla Webb
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By Melissa De Leon Chavez

ime and technology have made for an 
indelible transformation within our 
industry over the past quarter-century. 
While I am so grateful to be a part 
of  the present, I have some envy for 

those who have watched the key turning points 
unfold into now.

Among them is Joe Barsi, who can juggle the fun 
youthful energy of  a fresh produce inductee with 
the wisdom of  one who has seen a profound shift 
in the world’s access to information.

Perspective is everything, and as Joe settled into 
the role of  President for California Giant Berry 
Farms just in time to steer the company through a 
global pandemic, I can’t think of  a better person 
to sit down with to reflect on where we have been 
and where we are going. 

While I would love to say we were in armchairs 
framed by berries for this conversation, social 
distancing was observed for the duration of  
this interview. But, if  you choose to picture the 
armchairs as you read, I will not blame you. In 
fact, I thank you.

T

A Q&A WITH JOE BARSI,    PRESIDENT, CALIFORNIA GIANT BERRY FARMS
PerspectiveTHE PROSPECT OF

California Giant
Berry Farms
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MELISSA DE LEON CHAVEZ: JOE, I HAVE ONLY EVER 
KNOWN CALIFORNIA GIANT BERRY FARMS TO 
LIVE UP TO EVERY WORD IN ITS NAME. SO, 
I WOULD LOVE TO KNOW, WHAT ARE SOME 
OF THE WAYS YOU HAVE SEEN THE COMPANY 
GROW AND CHANGE OVER TIME?

When I joined California 
Giant in 2005, I would 
describe the company as 
“California Strawberries, 
North America,” meaning 
our main business was 
the production of  California 
strawberries, and we sold them in North America. Fast forward 
to 2020: We currently grow and market strawberries, blueberries, 
raspberries, and blackberries. We have berry production in six 
countries and seven U.S. states, and we now export to Europe 
and Asia. 

Today, we are a global berry company.

MDC: IT’S AMAZING TO HEAR HOW MUCH THE COMPANY HAS MORPHED 
AND ACHIEVED IN JUST 15 YEARS! GOING BACK EVEN FURTHER, HOW HAS THE 
PRODUCE INDUSTRY AT LARGE CHANGED SINCE YOU JOINED IT, AND WHAT WOULD 
YOU LIKE TO SEE CONTINUE IN THIS TRANSITION?

JB: I could go on forever about this subject. I started my produce 
career in 1993, only a few years after the World Wide Web 
became publicly available—need I say more? The evolution 
of  Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, Amazon, et al...the 
world is now flat. 

Seriously, the way business is conducted now versus back then 
is drastically different. For example, if  COVID-19 would have 
occurred back in the early ’90s, how would the industry have 
conducted business versus today? The produce industry is 
resilient and would have found a way, but we would have gone 
home, used our landlines to make calls, and would have had to 
line up to use a fax machine. My kids—ages 21 and 23—don’t 
know what a facsimile is, and we don’t even have a landline at 
home.

Today, a lot of  transactions take place electronically. Cal Giant 
uses Microsoft Teams, is pretty much paperless, operates in the 
Cloud, and the transition to working from home was seamless 
for our employees during COVID-19’s shelter in place orders. In 
fact, we sold and processed more volume over those few months 
than we have previously over that period in our history—and did 
it with 75 percent of  our staff working remotely. I think that says 
a lot about how we, the industry, and the world have changed.

MDC: IT HAS BEEN SO INSPIRING TO SEE WHAT WE ALL ARE CAPABLE OF WITH 
THE POWER OF TECHNOLOGY, AND IT’S INCREDIBLE TO HEAR YOUR TEAM HAS 
EVEN THRIVED WHERE SOME MIGHT ASSUME LONGER-STANDING COMPANIES 
WOULD HAVE STRUGGLED. WHAT WOULD YOU SAY, THEN, IS THE MOST 
CHALLENGING PART OF THE BUSINESS TODAY?

JB: Our mission is to deliver the best quality of  berries and this is 
not possible without high-quality growers. 

With rising farm input costs, labor costs, and increased 
regulations, coupled with a shrinking labor force, it is hard for 
growers to remain profitable. The industry is going to have to 
work together to find efficiencies in the berry supply chain for 
growers to remain competitive. 

MDC: THANK YOU FOR BEING SO OPEN ABOUT THE STRUGGLE THESE OBSTACLES 
CAN CAUSE. THINKING ON HOW HARD THIS BUSINESS CAN BE ALSO BRINGS 
TO MIND THE UNWAVERING PASSION IT INSPIRES. WHAT DO YOU THINK KEEPS 
INDUSTRY MEMBERS SO LOYAL TO IT?

Joe Barsi,
PRESIDENT, 
CALIFORNIA GIANT 
BERRY FARMS:

OUR MISSION IS TO DELIVER THEbest quality.”
“

- Joe Barsi, President,            California Giant Berry Farms

54 / JULY 2020



JB: It is a unique industry and one that is hard to explain to 
someone outside of  it. The people, the farming families, the 
dynamic nature of  the industry...I can drive five minutes from my 
office and walk a strawberry field on the coast of  California or 
head north and walk a blueberry field in the Willamette Valley. 
There is something magical about fresh produce that you can’t 
get in other industries.

MDC: LOOKING BACK, IS THERE SOME ADVICE YOU WOULD GIVE YOURSELF AT THE 
BEGINNING OF YOUR PRODUCE CAREER? OR, PERHAPS, ADVICE YOU WOULD LIKE 
TO GIVE THOSE IN THE FIRST FEW YEARS OF THEIR PRODUCE CAREERS?

JB: I would tell myself  to listen more, talk less. But also, don’t be 
afraid to speak up. Be patient. 

For those just joining, I would tell them to be humble and raise 
their hand to take on projects nobody wants.

Keep your head down and work hard. It will take some time 
for you to understand the business—again, be patient. Don’t be 
afraid to make mistakes and fail.

Finally, when things get hard, stay with it. Hard times don’t last 
forever. 

MDC: AS SOMEONE WHO CAN VERY MUCH TAKE THOSE WORDS TO HEART, THANK 
YOU. LOOKING FORWARD, WHAT DO YOU SEE ON THE HORIZON FOR THE BERRY 
INDUSTRY AND FOR CAL GIANT SPECIFICALLY?

JB: I think we will see innovation happen faster in the next 
five years than my prior 25 years in the produce business. We 
recently became blockchain compliant with the IBM Food Trust 
and, thus, the sharing of  information between trading partners 
will continue to advance. The visibility and the security of  the 
food supply chain will continue to be vital.

There are a lot of  investments and progress in robotic strawberry 
harvesting as well. In addition, there is more innovation in 
breeding techniques that will enable companies to develop new 
varieties with unique characteristics more quickly. This will be 
good for the industry and for consumers.

The produce industry will look different post-COVID-19. New 
companies will emerge and the companies that were flexible will 
thrive. 

MDC: IS THERE AN ASPECT OF THE BERRY BUSINESS, OR OF YOUR EXPERIENCE 
WITH IT, THAT STANDS OUT IN HAVING SURPRISED YOU MOST?

JB: When we got into blueberries in the early 2000s, some would 
say we were too late to the category. But, we have seen quite the 
opposite.

What has surprised me the most is that the berry category 
continues to grow and there is a lot more opportunity for 
growth. Fresh berry sales have performed extremely well at retail 
during the pandemic—I’m confident we have obtained new 
berry consumers and I am optimistic shoppers will continue to 
purchase fresh, healthy berries when the pandemic is over.

I’m happy to work in the berry industry and for California Giant 
Berry Farms, especially during these challenging times.

hrough Joe’s eyes, which cast the unique observation 
of  how today’s challenges could have taken form 20 
years removed, technology and time bring a broader 
perspective.

His assurance that the produce industry’s resilience will find 
a way resounds. As we close the book on the first half  of  a 
tumultuous 2020 with eyes toward the future, it is leaders like 
Joe, who bleed resolve, wisdom, and unwavering passion for this 
business, who serve as reminders of  how far fresh produce has 
come and all it has yet to achieve.

THE VISIBILITY AND THE 
SECURITY OF THE FOOD 
SUPPLY CHAIN WILL 
CONTINUE TO BEvital.”

“

T
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1 Place all ingredients in a blender and pulse until you reach desired consistency.

2 Place blended ingredients in a baking pan or large bowl and place it in the freezer 
for 1–2 hours to harden.

3 Enjoy!

To learn more about Bee Sweet Citrus,  
visit www.beesweetcitrus.com

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

TROPICAL MANDARIN “NICE CREAM” NON-DAIRY ICE CREAM

Bee Sweet Citrus 

Mandarins

2 Bee Sweet Citrus mandarins, peeled 
and segmented

1 cup frozen pineapple
1 cup frozen banana and strawberries 

(mixed)
1 cup ice
1 cup vanilla plant-based milk

Prep Time: 10 min
Chill Time: 1–2 hrs
Servings: 4

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS
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Trinity Fruit Company

By Anne Allen
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Innovative thinkers are necessary 
when looking at a storied piece of 
fruit and molding it into something 
new. Those minds saw the last 
chapter in The Book of Pomegranate, 
and thought, “Why don’t we add 
another?” Enter Trinity Fruit’s new 
SweetHeart dried pomegranate 
arils, whose delicate and tart flavor 
stopped me in my tracks. 

“Change is always a challenge,” 
Angela, Trinity Fruit Company’s 
Director of Marketing, remarked to 
me, sprinkling a dash of conflict into 
our shared narrative. Her own flair 
for storytelling was clear from the 
start. “The industry isn’t what it used 
to be, and the challenges always 
come when change occurs. But 
change is a never-ending process 
that allows us to continue to grow as 
individuals and as a company.”

In 2019, Trinity Fruit Company was 
taking change in stride, too busy 
laying down the mosaic stones of its 
own history to be bogged down by 
the weight of the everyday. Having 
just celebrated its 20th anniversary, 
the grower, packer, and shipper 
had bespelled the pages of its 

success with everlasting customer 
relationships and a commitment to 
evolving with the industry. 

With challenges come hard-earned 
wins, and Trinity Fruit Company 
has had its fair share of those. 
Throughout its relatively short 
lifetime, it has climbed into the 
hallowed halls of premier California 
growers. Its full line of California-
grown fruit is supported by a 
network of suppliers across the 
world, allowing Trinity Fruit to 
service the needs of its partners 
year-round. 

But, before we lose ourselves in 
the groves of Central California, 
let’s properly introduce our story’s 
protagonist: Angela.  

Her industry beginnings occurred 
over 20 years ago when a fledgling 
ag-business-major-turned-liberal-
studies-major cast her eyes toward 
the produce world. 

“I was 16 years old when my parents 
taught me the value of earning 
money. I worked at Sun Valley 
Packing in the summers and that’s 

he pomegranate 
figures prominently in 
world mythology. To 
some, it symbolized 
the soul’s immortality; 
to others, the promise 
of a bountiful harvest. 
But to all, it has woven 

a tale of sumptuous luxury 
bewitching enough to hold 
human consciousness captive for 
generations. 

Within these scant pages, I will 
attempt to take my place next to 
the bards of old and weave a story, 
inspired by—as many stories are—a 
simple happenstance. 

The everyday is ripe for the 
unexpected; perhaps even more so 
when you work in an unpredictable 
industry like ours. Maybe I shouldn’t 
have been surprised to see Angela 
Hernandez on the trade show floor 
of a specialty foods event, as I was 
bombarded with the scents and 
wares of distant lands. But it was 
in this meeting that the seeds of 
pomegranate inspiration were sown, 
and I’ve been hooked on sharing this 
story ever since. 

“I BELIEVE FOOD IS ONE “I BELIEVE FOOD IS ONE 
OF THE GREATEST FORMS OF THE GREATEST FORMS 

OF COMMUNION.”OF COMMUNION.”
ANGELA HERNANDEZ, DIRECTOR OF MARKETING, TRINITY FRUIT COMPANY
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that adhere to the values of a 
changing world. 

Committed to upholding the 
strictest standards of sustainable 
agriculture and production practices, 
Trinity Fruit has walked side-by-side 
with, while staying in front of, some 
of our industry’s top-of-mind issues. 
As with any story, further change 
looms in the background—here is 
where I imagine the writers penning 
Trinity Fruit’s newest chapter, “No 
Change, No Gain.”

Angela shared just enough of these 
upcoming changes to pique my 
interest, but, like any good writer, 
she knew when to hold back. I 
pressed her slightly for details, and 
she did reveal that an expansion of 
the company’s pomegranate aril 
facility positions it exactly for a 
triumphant celebration before the 
next inspiration strikes. 

Produce stories, it seems, are like 
mythical ones: You’re left wanting 
more.

when I realized the beauty in 
our agriculture industry. Though 
my college degree is in liberal 
studies—my destiny led me to work 
for companies in the industry that 
would create in me the desire to 
learn other parts of agriculture—
which led me to where I am today,” 
Angela reflected. 

The overlap between Angela’s start 
with Trinity Fruit and the company’s 
introduction of new products does 
not go unnoticed, but Angela’s 
vision firmly places fresh food as the 
catalyst. 

“I believe that food is one of the 
greatest forms of communion,” she 
reflected. “And being able to share 
our fresh produce with others all 
over the world allows me to bask in 
the beauty that our Earth gives us.” 

In my eyes, a fitting symbol of this 
vision is the pomegranate. Its deep 
red hue and arresting flavor pounces 
on the senses; it’s little wonder that 
it has meandered through myths 
for centuries. But, in the modern 
era, its meaning has bloomed into 
something more. 

As consumers continue to look to 
fresh produce as their go-to meal, 
companies like Trinity Fruit are 
reinvigorating revered categories 
of old with concepts for a new 
era. The SweetHeart dried arils do 
exactly this, blending decadence 
with convenience and health with 
flavor. It’s little wonder that this 
product resonated with such force 
that the echo would ripple out and 
give a certain writer pause as she 
wandered a trade show floor. 

“Our SweetHearts are a result of 
Trinity Fruit’s ingenuity as it looks 
toward capturing the attention 
of key consumers. For instance, 
millennials are smarter than we 
think they are,” Angela noted, 
pausing here to comment on the 
most prominent shopper in today’s 
retail age. “They have become more 
intelligent and deliberate with their 
shopping choices, which has played 
an important role in what Trinity 
Fruit is doing today.” 

Though the vertically-integrated 
company has not expanded simply 
with the millennial in mind, its 
growth trajectory follows patterns 
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I considered opening this story with 
all the motivational rhapsody the 
internet can provide, but it would 

only come down to one single thought: 
No one can beat you but you.

This frame of mind dissolves outside 
competition and can breed within us 
the strongest motivator...or the most 
combative demons. Much of the fresh 
produce industry has created within 
ourselves that internal struggle—we 
have erected a wall, separating what we 
sell from what we eat.

We sell produce. We push it, we tout it, 
we sing its praises. But we come together 
over steak dinners, break bread (literally), 
and enjoy our drinks heavy with 
anything but fruit and veg.

Four industry members—Ed Bertaud, 
Michelle Cortez, Tommy Wilkins, and 
Jed Murray—took up a hammer and 
began making holes in the barrier we 
have built between our trade and our 
plates. Now hanging there is a large 
mirror in the form of the inaugural Viva 
Fresh Clean Eating Challenge.

In a move that seeks to push our industry 
to practice what it preaches, the Texas 
International Produce Association 
(TIPA) enlisted four produce veterans 
to undertake a first-of-its-kind public 
journey to eating healthier for the rest 
of us to follow. People we know—the 
very ones we go out with to those steak 
dinners and hotel bars—were now 
documenting videos of their pursuit 
to being the truest of fresh fruit and 
vegetable purveyors.

“As with any great movement, now is 

Breaking
barriers

Viva Fresh Challenges the Produce Industry
By Melissa De Leon Chavez

Chairman, TIPA, 
President and Chief  Executive 
Officer, SunFed

Craig Slate,

the time for a call to action,” Craig 
Slate, TIPA Chairman and President 
and Chief Executive Officer of SunFed, 
announced to viewers as the challenge 
reached its conclusion. “When we 
started this, we had no way of knowing 
how well things would turn out, how 
emotional it would be, and how attached 
we would become to these stories of our 
peers. But now it’s time for you to make 
that commitment to participate in this 
lifestyle change: Can you live it? Can 
you be an example of what eating more 
fresh produce can actually do for us?”

It’s a brave gauntlet to throw. As 
TIPA President and Chief Executive 
Officer Dante Galeazzi pointed out, the 
challenge was a tough decision for the 
Viva Fresh committee to pursue.

“Frankly, we didn’t know if others 
in the industry would support the 
effort,” Dante remarked. “But then our 
participants rocked this competition, 
and the support from the industry has 
been overwhelming. I cannot tell you the 
number of people that have reached out 
about wanting to do something similar 
on their own. This is so exciting because 
it goes beyond the ‘message’ that fruits 
and vegetables are healthy. Instead, it 

shows people’s actual results—not from 
celebrities, but from industry peers—in 
seven short months of eating what we 
sell.”

To map out that journey, TIPA enlisted 
the help of Dr. Ian Smith, best-selling 
author, Medical Contributor and Co-
Host of nationally syndicated The Rachael 
Ray Show, and formerly appointed by 
President Barack Obama to a second 
term on the prestigious President’s 
Council on Fitness, Sports, and 
Nutrition.

Author, Medical Contributor/
Co-Host, The Rachael Ray Show 

Dr. Ian Smith,

President and Chief  
Executive Officer, TIPA

Dante Galeazzi,

“This has been a wonderful experience. 
I have been doing this a very long time 
and worked with many people all over 
the world—and this [challenge] has been 
the highlight of my career. Participants 
were so motivated, so dedicated, and so 
honest and true to themselves, to me, to 
the program, and to the association,” Dr. 
Smith shared.

These four participants, Craig pointed 
out, came from very different walks of 
life, are of different ages, and brought a 
variety of experiences to the challenge—
meaning no one need be exempt 
from joining in this journey. Amidst 
Thanksgiving and the holiday season, 
New Years, and even a global pandemic 
that shut down gyms and shook patterns, 
they triumphed. See for yourself what 
any of us are capable of were we to 
commit to the lifestyle we so often 
implore others to live.
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“A lot of our success had to do with how we 
started. Dr. Ian’s enthusiasm and everyone’s 
commitment really helped me start out. It was 
hard for me to begin with, but you have to pay 
attention to that as it will really set up how you 
go on. I, for instance, started out with a goal 
for weight loss that I didn’t hit per se, but I feel 
fantastic! I turned 47 a little bit ago, and I feel 
better than I did when I was 27. I had some 
health issues I thought I would have to live with, 
and I didn’t want to come to terms with the fact 
that I needed to look at what I was really eating. 
It’s pretty obvious now, the way I feel, I was 
killing myself with the way I was eating. If I can 
live with this amount of energy the rest of my 
life, I’m more than okay with that.”

“I joined the challenge because I felt out 
of step and a lot older than my 45 years. 
Now, I’m walking eight to 10 miles a 
day and am feeling healthy, strong, and 
lighter. I’m eating healthier, but I don’t 
feel like I’m sacrificing flavor with the 
use of fresh herbs, spices, and fresh 
salsa. My balance is better, I’m down 36 
pounds and am feeling great.”

“The check engine light had come on a 
couple of times, and I realized I wanted 
to be around for my children and my 
new grandchildren more, but needed the 
motivation. God bless Dr. Ian and TIPA 
for giving me that motivation. They 
gave us a roadmap to shock the system, 
clean it, and to get rid of the ice cream, 
hamburgers, and Pop-Tarts® that stop 
us along the way. I anticipated this not 
being fun, and I have to say this was the 
opposite. It’s not a diet—it’s a lifestyle 
change.”

“I didn’t know that I was walking around 
with diabetes until I got the screening for this 
health challenge. The books Dr. Ian gave us 
helped me learn what sugar really does to the 
body, and it gave me the tools to help find out 
what I had to do for me because everyone’s 
body is different. My case was so severe I had 
to be on two heavy medications that were 
wreaking havoc on my body. Now, I have 
been off both those medications for several 
months and have never felt better in my 
life. I wish more people would look at what 
they’re eating instead of automatically taking 
these medications that could have potentially 
dangerous consequences. What you are 
eating is half the battle right there.”

Michelle Cortez, Empacadora GAB – Mr. Lucky

Ed Bertaud, IFCO

Before After

Before After

ed bertaud

Jed Murray, Tenaza Organics

Tommy Wilkins, 
Grow Farms, Texas

jed murray

tommy
wilkins
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Hot weather and quarantine 
have not mixed well for 
me. I am thankful, though, 
for the safe haven that is 

my air-conditioned living room. 
When the heat becomes too much 
to bear, I sometimes take stock of 
our current situation by dreaming 
up a nice, cold margarita. As the 
bar is merely a few feet away these 
days, my margarita fantasies often 
materialize and soon melt away my 
stay-at-home woes.  

As one of Sacramento’s hottest 
months, this July in California 
needed a margarita with aplomb. 
Seeking out a drink that is as 
soothing as it is intoxicating, I 
turned to one of the produce 

DIRECTIONS

1 Make simple syrup by placing sugar and 
water in a saucepan with mint leaves to 
taste and bring to a simmer. Once sugar 
dissolves, remove from heat. Set aside.

2 Place watermelon cubes in a blender or 
food processor. Blend until completely 
puréed. 

3 Combine watermelon purée, simple syrup, 
tequila, and lime juice in a pitcher.

4 Garnish the rims of four glasses with lime 
and sugar and fill to the brim with ice. Pour 
margarita mix into each glass and enjoy!

INGREDIENTS

½ cup white granulated 
sugar 
½ cup water 
6 fresh mint leaves 
2 cups watermelon, cubed 
and seeded
¾ cup white tequila
¼ cup lime juice
2 cups crushed ice
Sugar and lime for garnish

Time: 15 min
Servings: 4

industry’s biggest summertime 
categories: melons! 

Watermelon is a veritable beacon 
of relaxation in the summer sun 
and creates the perfect base for 
this seasonal margarita. Because 
there’s no such thing as too much 
fresh produce, my July-time 
libation is complemented by an 
energizing twist of mint and a 
zesty spritz of lime. 

Whether you’re scoping out the 
best summertime merchandising 
opportunities, or kicking up your 
feet after a long week of work, 
don’t underestimate the magic 
made when fresh produce and 
tequila collide!
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Libations
FOR ALL OCCASIONS:

WATERMELON MINT 
MARGARITA

By Chandler James
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Long gone are the days that only saw this category in Thanksgiving 
spreads and Christmas dishes—this is our July issue after all! Sweet 
potatoes have made their way into consumers’ hearts and baskets 

with their versatility, sensible substitution options, and a widespread 
understanding of what they are capable of. Follow us through these 
pages as we explore some of the key members of the sweet potato 

family that have earned their spot on the shopping list year-round...
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O’HENRY/BONITA
Mild, sweet, drier-tasting, with nutty and 
earthy flavor

Longer and thinner when compared to 
blocky, elongated spuds

Smooth and dry with medium firmness; low 
in visual and residual fiber

Yellow skin; white to yellow flesh

Flavor 

Shape 

Eatability 

Color

MURASAKI
Mildly sweet, drier-tasting, full, nutty flavor, 
with vanilla aroma; exotic alternative to 
traditional sweet potatoes

Short and blocky

Smooth, dry, firm, and dense

Dark purple skin; white flesh

Flavor 
 

Shape

Eatability

Color

EVANGELINE
Sweet and moist

Elongated and blocky

Smooth and fibrous

Rust-orange skin; orange flesh

Flavor

Shape

Eatability

Color

COVINGTON
Moist, sweet, and earthy

Short and blocky

Smooth and fibrous; softer variety

Burnt-orange skin; orange flesh

Flavor

Shape

Eatability

Color

DIANE
Very sweet and extra moist

Elongated

Smooth

Red-copper to plum skin; orange flesh

Flavor

Shape

Eatability

Color

BEAUREGARD
Traditional sweet brown sugar flavor with 
apricot and floral aroma; excellent for baking, 
roasting, or in casseroles

Elongated

Smooth

Copper-rose to tan skin; orange flesh

Flavor

Shape

Eatability

Color

Source: Information Provided by AndNowUKnow and The Snack Sweet Potato Grower Contributors THESNACK.NET / 65



WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

CREAMY CAJUN CHICKEN WITH PRIME TIME PEPPERS

Prime Time 
Peppers

Recipe and photo by JuliasAlbum.com

2–3 Prime Time bell peppers, any color, 
or 1 lb Prime Time sweet mini peppers

4 boneless, skinless chicken breasts
4 cloves garlic, minced
6 oz cream cheese, divided into thin 

slices
½ cup shredded Cheddar cheese
Chopped fresh basil as garnish, if desired

cajun seasoning

1 tsp paprika
¼ tsp cayenne pepper
¼ tsp oregano
¼ tsp thyme
¼ tsp salt

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 30 min
Servings: 4

1 Preheat oven to 375° F.

2 Place a layer of thinly sliced Prime Time bell peppers or Prime Time sweet mini 
peppers on the bottom of a 9" x 12" casserole dish. 

3 Lay the chicken breasts on top so the peppers will cook underneath.

4 Generously sprinkle each chicken breast with Cajun seasoning mixture and top with 
minced garlic.

5 Place 2 slices of cream cheese on each chicken breast and sprinkle shredded 
Cheddar over the top.

6 Bake uncovered for 20–30 minutes until the chicken is fully cooked.

7 Broil for 2 minutes until the cheese is brown and bubbly.

8 To serve, scoop the Prime Time peppers from underneath the chicken and place 
them evenly around and on top. Garnish with freshly chopped basil. 

To learn more about Prime Time, visit www.primetimeproduce.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS
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By The Snack Editorial Contributor Rex Lawrence,

Founder and President, Joe Produce Search

This is not another virus story. 

I don’t know about you, but I’m sick and tired of 
reading about “you-know-what.” Antithetically, 

I’ve noticed something in our industry lately that, in the 
aggregate, is quite compelling: The train is leaving the 
station! And, guess who is on it? Me, for one.

Yes, much of the world hit the pause button for the past 
few months, but what I’ve noticed on AndNowUKnow 
(ANUK) and through speaking with our clients is our 
produce world is continuing to move forward with the 
basics of growing, processing, selling, buying, shipping, 
receiving, and distributing. Not only that, but produce 
is hiring, developing new products and value-added 
solutions, forming new partnerships, growing categories, 
kicking off new seasons and programs, celebrating 
victories, expanding facilities, investing in technology, 
promoting products, and the list goes on and on…

Now, don’t get me wrong; it’s not all rainbows, unicorns, 
and butterflies—we still have plenty of track ahead of 
us to really gain full steam, but there is a ton of positive 
momentum in our industry. 

Just how much good news is there? Actually, a TON! 

As I reviewed many stories from over the past couple 
of months, I realized there was no way that Jordan 
Okumura, the Editor in Chief aka my Snack boss, 
was going to let me list 50 stories. So, here is our 
compromise... 

Awards - CPMA Announces Virtual New Product 
Showcase Award Winners  

With winners from The Little Potato® Company, 
Mucci Farms, Mastronardi Produce®, and La Huerta 
Imports, the Canadian Produce Marketing Association 
recognized the best of the best in fresh produce...

Category Growth - The Organic Produce Network 
Reports Organic Produce Sales Up 

Organics continue to rise in consumer trending 
habits, making a multitude of category champions an 
essential part of shoppers’ baskets...

Celebration - Sarah Frey Honored at 2020 Women in 
Produce LIVE! General Session 

A distinguished honor, given to those who display 
great leadership and produce industry involvement, 
was bestowed upon Sarah Frey at this year’s virtual 
event...

Creative Marketing - Country Sweet Produce Launches 
Virtual Farm Tours 

A one-of-a-kind innovation deepened retail 
relationships as the produce innovator explored new 
strategies and revealed new programs...

Driving Categories - Mission P[ossible]roduce 
On a “mission” to reach new heights in the avocado 
category, the visionary took us on an industry 
cliffhanger...

Expansion and Technology - West Pak Avocado 
Expands, Refines, and Automates Facilities 

Investments in excellence were but a few of the ways 
West Pak Avocado honed its competitive edge...

 
Getting Healthy - Viva Fresh’s Clean Eating Challenge 
Participants Reveal Results 

Over six months of fresh produce commitment 
culminated in what could be one of TIPA’s most 
successful initiatives yet, strengthening our industry’s 
stance that food is medicine...

The
Train Has
Left the Station
...and I’m On It!
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Joe Produce Search (JPS) is the 
Executive Search division of Joe 
Produce®. Joe Produce Search 
is comprised of experienced 
search consultants and produce 
professionals. Our placements 
range from middle management 
to C-level positions, throughout 
North America, covering a wide 
range of produce and produce-
related businesses.

Joe Pro Resumes is another service of Joe 
Produce®. Joe Pro Resumes helps you write 
and refine your resume to help you find the 
produce industry position of your dreams. We 
have written hundreds of resumes for many 

professionals in the produce 
business in addition to 
various related sectors.

Partnerships - Whole Foods Partner Gotham Greens 
Opens New Greenhouse In The Rockies 

A dynamic partnership expanded as a new 
greenhouse opened up to bring more value for the 
premium grocer...

Promotion - Driscoll’s Launches Mom-Based Series 
Planned to Culminate on Mother’s Day 

A heart-warming tribute to moms culminated on 
a special day, bringing smiles and joy as the berry 
purveyor’s campaign drew to a fantastic close...

In addition to all this positive activity, Joe Produce’s job 
marketing and recruitment activities have picked up 
steadily over the past 30 days. Here are a few great job 
opportunities happening right now:

1. GM/CEO search for a successful wholesale distributor  
 in the Northeast
2. President of Ag Operations in the Southeast (NEW!)
3. VP of Ag Operations in Salinas, California
4. Director of Sales and Marketing in Bakersfield, 
California
5. Director of Value-Added Operations in California
6. Operations Manager/GM in Yuma, Arizona
7. Two HR Manager roles in California’s Salinas Valley
8. Director of Sales and Marketing in the Southeast
9. COO in California’s Coachella Valley
10. Director of Harvesting in Salinas, California
11. Farm Manager for a tree crop in New Mexico

So, while I’d like to say, “Turn off Fox, MSNBC, CNN, and 
all the rest,” rather, I’d like to suggest that we balance 
out all the bad news with some good “fresh produce” 
news!

The “produce train” is leaving station CV-19! Hop aboard, 
and let’s make 2020 a great year—there are five more 
months to go!

Enjoy the journey, my friends!

Giving Back - Brighter Bites Gives Back for Memorial 
Day 

The dynamic team pulled out all the virtual stops on a 
momentous fundraising event that brought the might 
of industry icons and retail giants alike together to 
support our communities...

Goodwill - Sprouts Healthy Communities Foundation 
Accepting Applications for 2020 Neighborhood Grants 
Program 

Taking a boots-on-the-ground approach, the 
organic grocer is seeking out upstanding nonprofit 
organizations to provide grants for nutrition 
education and food access programs for those in 
need...

Hiring and Developing - Tim Youmans Launches Root 
24 Farms Organic Blueberry Program and Variety-
Driven Strategies 

Industry veteran Tim Youmans opened up on the 
launch of a new organic program to capture a 
booming category and take berries by storm...

Innovation - Church Brothers Farms Introduces 
Tuscan™ Tender Leaves 

Bringing innovation to the literal table, the leafy 
greens powerhouse recently unveiled a line of 
irresistible blends to liven up plates across the nation 
and beyond...

Innovation - Ippolito International Debuts New Salad 
Blends for Foodservice 

The veg powerhouse expanded its product lineup for 
its foodservice partners, bringing fresh mixes to a 
diverse sector...

Investments - Achieving The Impossible 
The Chief Carrot Officer of Bolthouse Farms opened 
up on the new strategies the produce provider put 
into play to achieve a lucrative trifecta...

Leadership - Julie Krivanek on 25 Years of 
Cultivating Leaders 

What does it take to be a leader in our dynamic 
and fast-growing industry? With over 25 years of 
experience, Julie Krivanek offered insights, advice, 
and more for today’s leaders...

Love - A Twist of Fate 
When there’s love and produce, what else do you 
need? Follow along on the journey of Jimmy and 
Diane Bassetti as they share their story of love and 
ag...

New Seasons - Wish Farms’ Domestic Blackberry 
Season Ramps Up  

The grower kicked off the blackberry season 
with fortuitous timing as consumers returned to 
normalized shopping habits...

Partnerships - Dulcinea Expands “Fruit of Legendary 
Perfection” Brand With Kiss Melons 

Two quality-oriented melon companies with 
exceptional varieties joined forces... 

Founder and President 
Joe Produce Search℠

Rex Lawrence 

JoeProResumes.com
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¼ cup Gold Coast cilantro, plus more 
for garnish

1 cup lime-flavored sparkling water
2 limes, plus more for garnish
2 tbsp of simple syrup
3 oz silver tequila (about 2 shots)
Ice 

Optional:
Salt, sugar, or chile lime seasoning  

for rim

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 2

1 In a blender, combine cilantro, simple syrup, and the juice of two limes. Blend 
until smooth.

2 Filter blended liquid through a mesh strainer, reserving all liquid. Dispose of any 
cilantro pieces left in the strainer.

3 In a cocktail shaker, combine strained blended liquid, sparkling water, tequila, 
and ice. Shake well to combine.

4 Rim glass with chile lime seasoning or other optional ingredients as desired 
and fill with ice. Pour drink into glass, garnish with a lime wedge and a sprig of 
cilantro, and enjoy!

To learn more about Gold Coast Packing, visit goldcoastpack.com

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

CILANTRO MARGARITA

Gold Coast Packing 
Cilantro

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS
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Forget clouds, in this 51st issue of The Snack Magazine, we have our head in the leafy 
greens. How could we not when the varieties span some of the healthiest vegetables in 
the produce aisle? From kale to spinach, arugula to romaine, the leafy greens category 
might look like a rainbow, but the pot of gold at the end is rich, natural hues in-store 

and on the plate. Clearly, we could talk about how much we love this leafy category until 
we’re green in the face, but we’ll leave it to these produce experts to woo you over...

LEAFY GREENS
SNACKCHAT

California
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“We have started producing our new Legacy and Sweet Legacy 
blends. At first glance, these blends may seem like a traditional 
spring mix, however, the leaves have more vigor, loft, and 
stronger texture. Our Legacy blend, which is more of a traditional 
blend, has sweet varieties with some of the chards mixed in, 
while the Sweet Legacy has only sweet varieties. Whether it be 
new products, like Legacy and Sweet Legacy, or traditional leaf 
lettuces, I believe these items are here to stay. The only thing 
changing is how we are presenting and packaging them while 
continually staying ahead with the best varieties.”

Senior Vice President Sales, Marketing, Processing, 
Ippolito International

“Pete’s ‘bread and butter,’ you could say, is our Living Butter 
Lettuce. Butter Lettuce is truly lettuce without limits. It goes well 

beyond the traditional salad and serves as the perfect low-carb 
alternative for burgers, tacos, and beyond. And because our Living 

Butter Lettuce is still connected to its roots, this means less food 
waste for the consumer and less shrink for our retail partners.”

Dan Canales

BRIAN COOK
PRESIDENT, PETE’s

“Leafy greens are an essential category for any produce department, 
especially with consumers looking for inspiration to add these 
nutrient- and flavor-packed fresh vegetables to their lifestyles. 
Not just for the salad bowl, leafy greens can be used in stir-fries, 
smoothies, sandwiches, taco wraps, and so much more. My personal 
favorites are romaine hearts and red leaf with the occasional 
arugula. I grew up in the Salinas Valley of California and am lucky 
enough to be able to eat leafy greens literally from farm to table.”

SENIOR DIRECTOR OF MARKETING, DUDA FARM FRESH FOODS
NIchole Towell
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“Rainbow chard might not start on the shopping list, but its bold 
shape and bright color command attention and have consumers 
adding this lesser-known leafy green to the cart. A hearty bunch 
with white, green, pink, red, or yellow stems, rainbow chard’s 
impressive flavor always has me coming back for more. Chard is 
a member of the beet family, so its broad leaves are tender, with 
a taste similar to beet greens while the stems offer sweet flavor 
and texture similar to bok choy. My favorite is sautéed rainbow 
chard with garlic and lemon, but you can also add chard to soups 
or use the raw leaves for wraps and summer salads.”

Vice President of Organic Sales, Grimmway Farms 
and Cal-Organic Farms®

“Misionero’s Garden Life line of value-added leafy greens is 
convenient and ready-to-use. The lineup includes: Deli Leaf, 

Lettuce Boats, Green Leaf, Red Leaf, Romaine, and Red Romaine, 
which are all available in retail and foodservice pack styles. While 
all of these leaves are easy to use, my current favorite is the Deli 

Leaf. Garden Life Deli Leaf is the perfect size for any sandwich or 
is great to cut into pieces for taco toppings or salads.”

bob borda

Nicole Zapata
Marketing Manager, Misionero

“So far, 2020 is a year for the history books! In times like these it is even 
more important to reduce stress and maintain healthy eating habits. 
Controlled Environment Agriculture-grown leafy greens are the perfect 
tasty prescription! Perusing the produce section and seeing salad mixes 
that highlight a safely grown, harvested, and often pesticide-free product 
makes choices quick and easy. Unique blends that include powerhouse 
greens—like Miz America mustard, Flash collard, Peppermint Swiss chard, 
or Li Ren Choi pak choi—not only increase the visual appeal of that easy 
summer salad, but add the extra nutritional punch to those smoothies.”

Product Development, Home Garden Vegetables 
and Indoor Leaf, Sakata Seed America

tracy K. lee
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WTF { what the fork }
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CARROT CHIP STIR-FRY WITH DAIKON NOODLES AND CHICKEN

Cal-Organic Farms® 
Rainbow Carrot Chips

2 cups Cal-Organic rainbow carrot chips
1 cup Cal-Organic bok choy
1 bunch Cal-Organic green onions
2 Cal-Organic daikon
1 cup Cal-Organic broccoli
2 boneless, skinless chicken breasts, cut 

into bite-sized pieces
1 tsp salt
2 tbsp cornstarch
3 tbsp vegetable oil
½ cup soy sauce
1 tbsp brown sugar
1 tbsp mirin
1 tbsp sesame oil
1 tbsp rice vinegar
1 tsp grated ginger
1 tsp grated garlic
2 tbsp sesame seeds

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 20 min
Servings: 4–6

1 Cut root ends off bok choy and thinly slice. Cut roots off green onions and thinly 
slice, keeping whites and darks separated. Shred or spiralize daikon roots to create 
noodles. Chop broccoli into florets and repurpose stems for another use.

2 In a large bowl, toss chicken with salt and 1 tbsp cornstarch.

3 Heat a large, nonstick skillet or wok over medium-high heat. Add 2 tbsp vegetable 
oil.

4 When oil is hot and shimmering, carefully place the chicken in the skillet in an even 
layer, trying to give each a little space. Stir and toss the chicken until it is browned 
on all sides, 5–6 minutes. While chicken is cooking, whisk together remaining 
cornstarch with soy sauce, brown sugar, mirin, sesame oil, rice vinegar, ginger, and 
garlic. Once chicken is golden brown and firm, remove it to a plate.

5 Add broccoli, bok choy, and carrot chips to skillet or wok. Stir and toss until 
vegetables are tender, 3–4 minutes. Stir in white green onions and cook for another 
1–2 minutes. Add the chicken back to the pan. Make a well in the center of the pan 
and pour the soy mixture into it. Let cook for a few seconds, then toss the ingredients 
until everything is coated, hot, and the sauce has thickened.

6 Serve on a bed of daikon noodles and sprinkle with sesame seeds and sliced dark 
green onions. Enjoy!

To learn more about Cal-Organic Farms, visit calorganicfarms.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS
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WAY
By Jordan Okumura

Gold Coast Packing

Crystal Chavez,
 Marketing Coordinator, Gold Coast Packing

“I like to consider 
myself a produce 
loving journalist 
turned marketer.”

76
As I open my notes and begin to 
conceptualize and conceive this story 
for Crystal Chavez, these are the first 
words of hers on which I reflect. It is like 
a vision coming into focus. This is one of 
those moments where you suddenly feel 
a cliché coming on. Then, you stop, and 
remember that Robert Frost could never 
be a cliché.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth…

Oh, how often we have framed such 
narratives and dramas across time and 

THE

Writer’s



WAY

- Crystal Chavez, Marketing Coordinator, Gold Coast Packing

cultures—the dilemma of the road less 
traveled, the roads that diverged in a 
wood, the great existential crisis that 
puts some of us on our heels. For others, 
it strengthens their resolve, primes them 
for the unknown, and brings clarity over 
obscurity. Those like Crystal of Gold 
Coast Packing.

“Before joining the produce industry, I 
was a news producer and reporter for 
six years. I loved the news industry, 
but when the station in Santa Maria, 
California, was sold, I had to find a new 
job,” Crystal shares with me, adding that 
Santa Maria is her home and the idea of 
moving back to Los Angeles, where she 
had gone to school, did not immediately 
spark inspiration. “So, I turned to the 
produce industry.”

Crystal’s husband comes from a large 
family of strawberry growers—there 
is that path again, but she is far from 
veering off course. 

“I made a call to some cousins, and I got 
my first job in produce as sales support 

at Better Produce in 2012. The team at 
Better Produce was patient with me and 
taught me so much about the industry. 
With my journalism background in tow, 
I asked a million questions, absorbing as 
much as I could in my first few months. 
I wore several hats in this role, taking 
on payroll, accounting, and running the 

company’s H-2A program,” the up-and-
comer tells me.

She embraced it. That passion you see 
on the trade show floor and that energy 
that shoots like an arrow to light up 
any target on the road ahead—that is 
all Crystal and the deep love she has 

Writer’s
The Gold Coast Packing team celebrating the company’s 40th anniversary

“Being able to be a part 
of the industry that 
feeds America and the 
world is just the cherry on top 
of my love of food and 
cooking.”

is just the cherry on top

THESNACK.NET / 77



Top: Ron Burk and Bob Espinola, 
Owners of Gold Coast Packing
Middle: Gold Coast team members 
Natali Carrillo, Chris Olsen, Karl 
Lipscomb, and Monica Cordero 
Bottom: Natali Carrillo (left) with 
Crystal Chavez 

for the produce industry. Crystal has 
a fierce drive and fire that emerges 
in the face of groundlessness and an 
unpaved road—a characteristic that 
comes through in her tenacity and 
perseverance in a distinct industry with 
unparalleled nuances.

“Produce is such a unique trade to be a 
part of. It spans the globe, but it feels 
like such a small community. I have 
met some amazing and talented people 
and built truly strong relationships. 
Being able to have someone else you 
can bounce ideas off of or someone 
you can get advice from is such an 
incredible resource. Growing as a 
person and constantly learning is 
something that is very important to 
me,” Crystal reflects. “I love that I am 
able to develop new skills and thought 
processes, as well as challenge myself 
while representing Gold Coast. And 
I love the produce industry for the 
obvious reason that I love food—how 
it brings people together and allows us 
all to be unique in preparing the same 
vegetable. It spans back to our roots 
from our family and our culture. Being 
able to be a part of the industry that 
feeds America and the world is just the 
cherry on top of my love of food and 
cooking.”

With a healthy introduction to fresh 
produce on the table, Crystal decided 
to grow her beginnings and polish her 
expertise in 2017, joining the Gold 
Coast family as Marketing Coordinator. 
As she peered down that lengthy path 
with no guideposts or familiar territory 
to beckon her along, Crystal could 
easily have fallen back into the comfort 
of a road well traveled. But, she did not.

“I was so excited to make the move 
because this position aligned more 
with my journalism background, and 
I was excited to join a company with 
a large product portfolio,” Crystal 
expresses. “What really makes Gold 
Coast different and an incredible place 
to work is our ownership. Our two 
Owners, Ron Burk and Bob Espinola, 
are very involved in the day-to-day 
operations. As an employee, it is rare 
when you can contact an owner every 
day. Ron and Bob give each of us the 
ability to share ideas, ranging from new 
products to our annual strategic plan.”

Crystal adds that it is also not often 
that a company and its Owners allow 
each of its employees to have a seat at 
the table for a discussion on how to 
move forward—conversations that 
most companies would only allow 
senior management to be a part of. 
Gold Coast invites all employees to take 
part and share ideas.

An industry stalwart, Gold Coast is a 
small company that was founded in 
1978 by the two long-time friends, Ron 
and Bob, in the Santa Maria Valley, 
nestled on the beautiful Central Coast 
of California—hence the name. As the 
two partners found their footing and 
set out on the road ahead, they could 
not have known that such growth lay 
waiting down the path or that such 
good fortune would wind their way as 
they mapped the topography of their 
journey—those surprises that await in 
the undergrowth.

Today, Gold Coast partners with 
other growing operations locally and 
processes everything from broccoli and 
Brussels sprouts to cauliflower and kale. 
Through its state-of-the-art processing 
plant, Fresh Venture Foods, which 
Gold Coast co-owns with Babé Farms, 
the company offers more value and 
vision than many of its ilk. 

“That close friendship that our Owners 
have is a reflection of how we build our 
relationships with our customers. In the 
more than 40 years we have been doing 
business, Gold Coast has built very 
strong relationships and friendships 
with many of our customers, most 
of which span more than 20 years,” 
Crystal shares. “These great bonds are 
created because we are always willing 
to work with our customers and meet 
their needs. Since we own a production 
facility, we can conduct a lot of 
trials and testing for each customer’s 
specifications. Due to our smaller 
company size, we are able to have a 
quick turn-around on our customer 
requests. There are so many things to 
love about Gold Coast.”

Considering many of us may spend 
half of our waking lives or more in 
our profession, it comes as a comfort 
to know that we can love what we 
do every day. This is something that 
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“These great bonds 
are created 
because we are 
always willing to 
work with our 
customers and 
meet their needs.”

“These great bonds 

Crystal holds dear, and it makes for 
a much better motivator in the early 
mornings of fresh produce than an 
alarm clock. 

“Knowing that I get to work with such a 
talented and hilarious group of people 
makes me want to come in to work every 
day. We work so well together that most 
days, it doesn’t even feel like work,” she 
says. “Our team is a wide range of 
ages and backgrounds. Our younger 
generation in the office has such great 
ideas to keep us growing and innovating.”

Take Natali Carrillo, on Gold Coast’s 
sales team and one of the youngest in the 
office, for example. 

“Natali has taught me so much, even if 
I am 10 years her senior! I admire her 
spicy attitude, her ability to chat up 
anyone, and her drive to push herself 
and our team for more. I bounce a lot of 
ideas her way, and she can be brutally 
honest, which challenges me to get her to 
say, ‘Yes, I love it,’” she reflects. “Every 
day, I look forward to my time in the 
office with our team, as they drive my 
passion for helping us grow and develop 
innovative products, along with helping 
our community.”

Gold Coast has been a source of growth 
for Crystal, allowing her to create 

programs that benefit the community 
and, more importantly, those most 
in need throughout the Santa Maria 
Valley. The company’s Fantastic 
Fridays program is one initiative that 
the team created to grow its local 
outreach. During the school year (before 
COVID-19), the team would visit 
elementary schools within the Valley 
and share veggie trivia. Educating the 
kids on various produce items and what 
is being grown in the fields around their 
community is just one amazing way that 
Crystal and the Gold Coast team give 
back. 

“Being able to share our produce 
knowledge with these young minds helps 
them choose fresh and develop a love for 
vegetables,” Crystal shares, explaining 
that each child is also given fresh 
produce to take home. Getting fresh 
vegetables into kids’ hands right before 
the weekend ensures the fresh produce is 
shared with their family at home.

Crystal could wax poetic about produce 
all day, and this story is more than just a 
story for her. It is a way to breathe all her 
passions to life.

For now, I will pick up the pen for her 
while her life does the writing.
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SOME LIKE IT HOT! SPICY MARGARITA

Olé Pacífíca Jalapeños

1–2 Olé Pacífíca jalapeños, sliced into 
coins with seeds removed

1 ½ oz Reposado tequila
1 oz fresh Olé Pacífíca lime juice
½ oz triple sec
½ oz agave syrup or fresh-squeezed 

orange juice
Coarse sea salt
Ice
Lime slices and jalapeño coins for 

garnish

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 1

1 Using a cocktail shaker, muddle a couple of jalapeño slices with the agave syrup in 
the bottom of the shaker. The amount of jalapeño coins you muddle depends on how 
spicy you would like your margarita.

2 Pour the tequila, lime juice, and triple sec into the shaker, fill with ice, and shake. 
Make sure to shake long enough for your spicy concoction to get chilled.

3 Rub the rim of your empty margarita glass with a lime wedge. Then dip in a small 
plate of coarse sea salt. Fill with ice.

4 Strain your spicy margarita into your ice filled, salt-rimmed glass.

5 Garnish with lime slices and jalapeño coins.

6 Enjoy, and please drink responsibly!

To learn more about Progressive Produce, visit www.progressiveproduce.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS
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A N C H O R E D  I N

F R O M  S E E D  T O  S A I L

Perfect for shoppers looking for convenient ways to add flavor in their kitchen.

GOLDCOASTPACK.COM
sales@goldcoastpack.com

805.928.2593

Introducing
Washed, Trimmed and Ready-To-Use Premium Cilantro!



Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Refreshingly sweet; clean fruity finish
Extraordinary crunch
Medium–large
Stripy red over a yellow background
Oct–Mar

Envy™

Flavor

Texture
Size

Color

Season

Bright, tangy-sweet with a hint of 
effervescence
Fine and crisp; firm yet juicy crunch
Medium
Golden yellow with occasional 
orange blush
New Zealand: May–Aug

Lemonade™

Flavor

Texture
Size

Color
Season

Crisp and juicy with classic apple flavors 
and a tropical twist
Frim with crisp, thin skin
Medium–large
Red with yellow-orange background
Oct–Jun (domestic), Jun–Aug (import)

Piñata®

Flavor

Texture
Size

Color
Season

Dynamically sweet, Fuji and 
Honeycrisp characteristics
Very crisp
Medium–large
Mostly red blush
Oct–Apr

Sugarbee®
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ith strides in research and development 
paired with innovative growing 
practices, the apple category is 

an incredibly lucrative and awe-inspiring 
destination at retail, blending the old and the new 
in a flavor-packed production to win over the 
consumer’s wallet and share of the plate. While 
we could construct an entire Snack issue based 
solely on apple varieties, we thought to pick a few 
of our favorites and build a basket of our own...

Flavor

Texture

Size
Color

Season

Sweet with 
caramel and 
cinnamon notes
Crunchy with firm 
flesh
Medium
Yellow background 
with red stripes 
and blush
Nov–Jun

Autumn Glory®

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Juicy with ample sweetness and subtle tartness
Firm and crisp
Large
Rich red color that almost sparkles with 
starburst-like lenticels
Dec–Feb

Cosmic Crisp®

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Sweet
Distinctively crisp, naturally 
non-browning
Medium–large
Bright golden yellow
Oct–Jun

Opal®

Flavor

Texture
Size

Color
Season

Sweet with a hint of spice and 
undertones of vanilla
Maximum crunch; often called MONSTER
Small–medium
Red with some green-yellow
Sep

SnapDragon®

W
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Flavor

Texture

Size
Color

Season

Outrageously juicy with a refreshing 
snappy zing
Crisp with the same Honeycrisp fracture 
but more juice
Medium–large
Fuchsia to red with a yellow background
Aug–Oct

Rave®

Flavor

Texture
Size

Color

Season

Crisp, citrus notes; lively touch of spice; 
sweet honey finish
Firm, fine; crisp
Medium–large
Reddish on yellow to light green 
background
Aug–Dec (Domestic), Apr–Jun (Import)

Sweetango®

Flavor

Texture
Size

Color
Season

Sweet, tangy, and intense flavor; Gala and 
Braeburn parentage
Fine grain; extra juicy and crisp
Varies
Red with yellow hues
Nov–May (domestic), May–Aug (import)

Kanzi®

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Sweet, tart
Dense, crunchy; refreshing bite
Varies
Bright red with subtle yellow under-striping
Oct–Jun (WA) Jun–Sep (Southern 
Hemisphere)

Jazz™

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Honey-sweet
Firm, fine grain; very crisp
Medium–large
Reddish stripes; slight red blush over 
yellow background
Year-round

Honeycrisp

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Super sweet with Fuji characteristics
Crisp and juicy
Varies
Ruby-red with distinct yellow stripes
Oct–Apr (Domestic), Jun–Aug (Import)

Kiku®
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Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Sweet yet complex, subtle vanilla flavor
Incredible crunchy texture
Large
Unique, orange/red color with yellow 
undertones
Year-round between U.S. domestic season 
and New Zealand

Koru®

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Zippy and tart
Crisp and firm
Small–medium
Reddish-pink blush with yellow background
Year-round (domestic)

Pink Lady®

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Deliciously tart
Crisp and juicy
Medium–large
Warm green
Dec–Jul

Arctic® Granny

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Sweet and refreshing
Crisp and juicy
Medium
Sunset yellow
Nov–Jun

Arctic® Golden

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Sweet and mellow
Silky and crisp; thin skin
Medium
Golden yellow to white
Year-round

Golden Delcious

SMITTEN™

Perfectly balanced with refreshing sweetness
Crunchy and firm
Medium
Yellow background with red striping
Sep–Jun

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season
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Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Sugary sweet
Firm, fine grain; very crisp
Medium–large
Reddish stripes; slight red blush over 
yellow background
Year-round

Fuji

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Cider-like sweetness with a slight tang
Crisp with a tender white flesh
Medium–large
Red with a green background
Sep–Jul

McIntosh

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Strong tartness with citrus notes
Firm, medium grain; very crisp
Medium
Green, slight pink blush
Year-round

Granny Smith

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Subtly sweet
Crisp and juicy
Medium–large
Scarlet red
Year-round

Red Delicious

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Mildly sweet with floral aroma
Crunchy
Small–medium
Pale golden yellow, with stripe-like to full 
red blush
Year-round

Gala

SOURCE | INFORMATION PROVIDED BY ANDNOWUKNOW AND THE SNACK APPLE GROWER CONTRIBUTORS

Flavor
Texture

Size
Color

Season

Sweet, honey-like
Crisp, fine-grained flesh
Varies
Blushing red over a creamy yellow 
background
Sep–Apr (domestic) May–Aug (import)

Ambrosia

86 / JULY 2020



Though it’s been said that 
those who run after two 
hares will catch neither, 
Sakata Seed America isn’t in 

the business of hare catching, so to 
speak.
 
For Sakata Seed America, it’s about 
the chase. It’s about the pursuit and 
the feeling of stretching the team’s 
legs, seeing how far they can run, 
and pushing the boundaries of the 
company’s capabilities. The end 
goal isn’t necessarily the hares, but 
if one is caught, all the better.
 

“We are laser-focused on a team 
approach to innovation and enlist 
each segment of our business—
breeding, production, sales and 
marketing, and logistics—to 
produce and develop products 
aimed at keeping Sakata Seed 
America on the forefront of variety 
and technological developments,” 
Alicia Suits, Senior Marketing 
Manager, shares with me.
 
Perhaps it is this team approach 
that makes Sakata Seed America—
whose mission it is to contribute 
sustainably to the betterment of 

life and culture around the world 
through innovative vegetable 
varieties—akin to an endurance 
runner. A chain may only be as 
strong as its weakest link, but there 
are no weak links at Sakata Seed 
America. In fact, being only as good 
as the sum of its parts is why the 
team approach has worked so well 
for Sakata since the inception of its 
American division in 1977.
 
Sakata Seed Corporation was first 
founded in 1913 on the shores of 
Yokohama, Japan, a port city just 
south of Tokyo. This birthplace, 
like any port city, was a melting 
pot of cultures and ideas, and 
could be one of the reasons why 
Sakata Seed Corporation set out 
to enrich its team with a diverse 
group of innovators from around 
the world. Today, this group boasts 
strongholds in Japan, Europe, and 
North and South America.
 

“As a global company, our ability 
to tap resources in various 
markets around the world 
keeps us connected with many 
growing regions. This allows 
Sakata to rapidly respond to new 

ChaseTHE

Sakata Seed America 

By Kayla Webb

plant disease threats and adopt 
new innovations to enable the 
maintenance of a rich, appealing, 
and competitive portfolio of 
vegetable products that will 
continue to fulfill the needs of 
consumers, retailers, and growers,” 
Robb Bertels, Retail Category 
Manager, tells me. “For this reason, 
Sakata is well established in the 
seed breeding industry as a leader 
in quality, reliability, and service.”
 
Like any entity consisting of various 
parts, each part serves a function 
and is essential to the success 
of the whole. Within the entity 
that is Sakata, the research and 
development (R&D) and breeding 
and product management teams 
are the company’s front-of-the-pack 
runners, who follow the shifts in the 
industry and chase global trends.
 

“As the industry continues to 
develop, we pride ourselves on 
bringing superior genetics to the 
market. We have an extremely 
strong research and development 
team, including some of the best 
breeders and pathologists in 
the business. Our research team 
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works tirelessly to bring genetics 
to market that benefit all levels of 
the supply chain, from growers to 
the end consumer,” Robb notes. “It 
really comes back to a team effort 
to monitor trends in the market.”

In recent years, these trends have 
taken the shape of heat-tolerant 
and disease-resistant varieties with 
improved shelf-life.

“In addition, there is increasing 
demand for products that lend 
themselves to mechanical 
harvesting, and we are continuously 
seeking varieties with the right plant 
frame, head structure, color, growth 
cycle, and disease tolerances,” 
Robb continues. “We build our 
genetics around these key areas 
to ensure we’re providing the best 
experience for every grower, packer, 
retailer, foodservice operator, and 
consumer.”
 
At this point, it’s cliché to say it 
starts with a seed—but this global 
company isn’t called Sakata Seed 
America for nothing. In 1969, Sakata 
put its name on the map as a leader 
in both the seed breeding industry 
and the broccoli category after 
developing the Green Duke, one of 
the world’s first commercially viable 
hybrid broccoli varieties, which 
offered more than twice the yields 
of non-hybrid varieties of the day.  
 
Today, Alicia reveals to me, 
approximately 70 percent of all 
broccoli consumed in the U.S. starts 
with a Sakata seed—a number that 
the company is hoping to increase 
as it continues to introduce new and 

We are laser-focused on a team 
approach to innovation and enlist 
each segment of our business [...] 
to produce and develop products 

aimed at keeping Sakata Seed 
America on the forefront of 

variety and technological 
development.

Alicia Suits,
Senior Marketing Manager, 

SAKATA SEED AMERICA

“

“
better hybrid broccoli varieties. This 
is where its breeder network comes 
into play.
 

“Our breeder network works closely 
with our sales and marketing team 
to analyze market data, retail trends, 
and consumer behavior patterns to 
focus on key attributes and desired 
traits tailored to each segment as 
trends develop,” Alicia explains. 

“This is difficult to achieve, as the 
industry is dynamic and it takes 
many years to bring a variety to 
market.”
 
But, Sakata is stronger when the 
entirety of its team works as one. 
Thus, this difficult task becomes less 
so when the team as a whole comes 
together to analyze market data to 
forecast shifts in customer needs 
and consumer preferences.
 

“Successful product development 
demands anticipating what the 
market will need combined with the 
assembly of genetic resources and 
testing with cooperating growers,” 
Alicia continues. “This is really where 
Sakata has become an expert.”
 
Beyond broccoli, Sakata also has 
made major strides in a variety of 
fresh produce categories. Recently, 
this included acquiring Vanguard 
Seed, a prominent lettuce seed 
breeding company in Salinas, 
California.
 

“This is a new segment for us, but 
one we think will create great 
synergy between the broccoli and 
lettuce markets, most notably in the 
Salinas Valley and Yuma, Arizona, 
regions,” Robb says.
 

Top to bottom: Sakata Seed America 
breeds a range of premium produce items 
like peppers at its Fort Myers Research 
Station in Florida, Miz America mustard 
(pictured in its microgreen stage), and 
Eldorado Swiss chard
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In addition, Sakata has opened the 
door for its team to develop a new 
segment of the industry: Controlled 
Environment Agriculture (CEA), or 
indoor ag.
 

has worked to grow alongside the 
communities in which it operates.
 
Remember those two hares? One 
could represent innovation and 
progress, while the other represents 
social responsibility. Rather than run 
after both, Sakata Seed America 
has built its business model around 
running alongside them. After all, 
the smallest good deed is better 
than the grandest good intention—a 
mindset Sakata exemplifies to this 
day. 
 

“At Sakata, social responsibility 
is woven into the fabric of our 
corporate culture. A few years 
ago, we launched our Sakata 
Gives program, which allows us 
to contribute a portion of pre-tax 
revenue to nonprofit organizations 
that are dedicated to our industry, 
community, and the lives and 
personal passions of our staff 
members and their families,” Alicia 

says. “We also contribute to 
local health and wellness 

organizations in California, 
Washington, Arizona, and 
Florida.”
 

These efforts are part 
of Sakata’s corporate 

sustainable development goals, 
which focus on making a difference 
via affordable, clean water and 
energy, zero hunger, high-quality 
education, economic growth in 
the ag sector, adapting to climate 
change, and gender equality.
 

“One of the things that really stands 
out within Sakata—apart from our 
focus on innovation and giving back 
to our communities—is our focus 
on people,” Robb adds. “COVID-19 
is top of mind for everyone in the 
world right now. It is a generational 
event that will have repercussions 
for years, if not decades, to come. 
From the beginning of this crisis, 
we have focused on maintaining 

business continuity while securing 
the welfare of our employees. As a 
result, Sakata Seed America shows 
real strength and commitment to its 
people, customers, and agriculture. 
The company and its people are a 
testament to remaining true to our 
core values—on good days and bad.”

A company is only as strong, fast, 
impactful, innovative, and resilient 
as the sum of its parts. For Sakata 
Seed America, this translates into a 
team that can’t be beat.

Should those hares ever find 
themselves in the team’s sights, I 
think we’ll have a new rendition of 
The Tortoise and the Hare on our 
hands.

Sakata Seed America’s team approach is one of the ways it 
has set itself apart in the produce industry as a leading global 
seed breeding company

The Seed Lab at Sakata’s Pacific North 
West facility helps produce longer-
lasting fresh fruits and vegetables

“ One of the things 
that really stands 

out within Sakata—
apart from our 

focus on innovation 
and giving back to 
our communities—

is our focus on 
people.

Robb Bertels,
Retail Category Manager, 

SAKATA SEED AMERICA

“

“We’re currently building 
a strong portfolio of 
existing and trusted Sakata 
varieties that are a perfect 
addition to the indoor category. 
These include many niche items 
distinguished by our Japanese 
heritage. We feel this is a great 
story for this market and can bring 
an array of exciting additions to 
the CEA space,” Robb adds. “In 
2018, we also opened the Woodland 
Innovation Center in Woodland, 
California—a new site focused on 
research and production for Sakata 
Seed America’s rapidly expanding 
warm-season vegetable breeding 
programs, including melons, 
peppers, and tomatoes.”  
 
Through all of this rapid 
development, Sakata Seed America 
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