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EDITOR’S LETTER

his year has been a lesson in

breathing.

During the first part of 2020, I felt
like I was holding my breath. Now, as
we conclude a decade—let alone a year—of
change, I feel like I am still trying to catch it.
That elusive breath seems even more evident
during this culminating of fall and fleeting
tease of winter.
This all came to a head when I was hiking last
month in Auburn, California. I realized I
had once again lost track of the date, the
month—and, if I am honest, the season,
as California fluctuates between 38
degrees in the wee hours of the morning
and into the 70s or 80s by afternoon as
the warm weather attempts to mimic
fall. My friend, Sam, looked over his
shoulder at me and simply said, “Time
doesn’t work like it used to.”
That simple truth from Sam is the expression of
an almost ineffable year-long experience, and it constantly
stops me midstep. That feeling of being unmoored,
untethered, while Earth continues to shift, sprout, and
course around us despite the slippage we feel—that is the
mark of the year for me. Maybe for many of us. It is what
has disrupted our inhale and our exhale.
Everything else has been a balancing game between time
as it continues on despite our need to define it, and time as
we locate it on our own terms. It is that tight-rope feeling
that has rippled through our industry and our personal
lives. It feels strange to try, once again, to locate myself in
time, but this letter allows me the space to do so and extend
an open hand as we all remember how to breathe again.
While the measure and rhythm of the year has slipped into
new experiences for many, loosening our concept of days,
weeks, quarters, and years passing, time continues to move
forward, with or without us.
Now, what do we do with this notion and with this reality?
We can do much, as our industry leaders have taught
us—and what amazing leaders we have. As I reflected on
the chaos and resilience of 2020, I had a realization that
has allowed me to breathe again: Our industry leaders are
teaching us, one breath at a time, how to seize the day.

and insights on an ever-diverse group of newcomers and
veterans, and we cannot thank him enough. The treefruit
leader’s giving nature and deep dedication to his work
did not let up as 2020 threw rough wave after wave at us.
Instead, he has leaned into the year’s challenges and helped
to redefine marketing and resilience at Stemilt—a gift that
will influence the company to its core.
When in doubt, lean into the vision our great leaders bring,
and we have many.
In the folds of this issue, you will also read about
everyone from rising stars to industry mavens;
from Gabriela D’Arrigo of D’Arrigo New York
and Katie Harreld of Ippolitio International
to the teams at Gwillimdale Farms,
Mastronardi Produce®, and LIV Organic
Produce. Each has taken the challenges of
the year as fodder for growth, inspiring the
frontlines to not just think differently, but
put vision into action. As that most common
phrase goes, a rising tide lifts all boats.
In addition, we pull back the curtain with companies
driving change like Oppy and Fowler Packing as well
as our friend Mike Roberts of Harps Food Stores, who
constantly wields an undeniable passion to succeed, and
succeed stronger than ever before.
This year has been one of grounding, of finding an internal
balance in ourselves and our organizations to influence the
external uncertainty that 2020 has made known. It is a year
of recalibration and, like many of you have said, there is a
silver lining to this shift in perspective. We are an industry
that leads by example, with our category captains and fresh
produce advocates driving the charge ahead. Our industry
holds lifetimes of work and leadership that continue to
amaze me every day. In this last issue of 2020, we honor
them dearly.
We are an industry that thrives and grows because of
challenges, not just despite them. We are an industry that
never holds our breath for long.
I hope you see that in these leaders as we have.
I hope you know that we see such leaders in you.

So many of our friends are doing this in new and bold ways,
and you can find them here in this issue.
When I met fearless Stemilt leader Roger Pepperl in 2012,
for instance, I could not have imagined writing an article
on his retirement in the year of COVID-19. As a mentor
to so many, Roger has always imparted his knowledge

Jordan Okumura
Editor in Chief
AndNowUKnow and The Snack Magazine

2005 Capitol Ave., Sacramento CA 95811
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FEATURES
ROGER PEPPERL

TRUE BEARING
The industry legend may be retiring, but his
legacy never will. With influence to rival the
best leaders in fresh produce, we celebrate the
road ahead by honoring the path that helped him
arrive…
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28
GWILLIMDALE FARMS

86

LIV ORGANIC PRODUCE

IF YOU’RE STANDING STILL,
YOU’RE FALLING BEHIND

Determination, grit, and hard work
are the cornerstones of this Canadian,
vertically integrated farming operation,
whose expansion is about to be
exponential…

MASTRONARDI PRODUCE

D’ARRIGO NEW YORK

WHEN THE SUN NEVER SETS

FIELDING FATE

Just try to set a clock by the work done
by LIV Organic Produce. We dare you.
Carrie Briones and Anthony Innocenti
don’t just make their own time, they
redefine it for many. And with a recent
investment in the company’s growth, time
is about to fly…

Gabriela D’Arrigo teaches us a lesson
in fate, detailing her dynamic journey
to the family business that was anything
but planned. Join us as the marketing
trailblazer reveals never-beforeseen details of D’Arrigo New York’s
progressive operations…

64
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OPPY

FOWLER PACKING

A ROYALLY DIFFERENT TAKE

GREEN LIGHTING GROWTH

UPENDING GOLIATH

There’s a new queen in town as the
greenhouse innovator challenges itself to
revolutionize yet another category. Julia
Shreve takes a spin with us as we learn
the steps to this new leafy green dance…

Green is the name of the game at Oppy,
and Karin Gardner is the marketer
leading the charge. In this exclusive
Q&A, we get the inside scoop on the
recent acquisition that is propelling the
marketer’s avocado category to new
heights…

Far from being intimidated by some
of the biggest names in citrus, Justin
Parnagian tells how he and his team
were inspired to reveal a new brand after
decades behind the scenes in this latest
tale of betting on the underdog…
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WTF

DO I DO WITH

Bako Sweet® Organic
Sweet Potatoes

?

{ what the fork }

M E L T I N G S W E E T P OTATO R O U N D S
INGREDIENTS
3 lbs Bako Sweet® organic sweet
potatoes, peeled and cut into
1" thick slices
6 tbsp coconut butter, melted
1 tsp pumpkin pie spice
¼ cup apple cider
¼ cup maple syrup
½ cup walnuts, chopped
Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 45 min
Servings: 4

1
2
3

DIRECTIONS
Preheat oven to 425° F. Coat a baking sheet with cooking spray.
Place peeled and cut sweet potatoes in a large bowl.
Mix melted coconut butter and pumpkin pie spice in a small bowl. Pour the butter
mixture over the sweet potatoes and toss until evenly coated.

4 Add sweet potato rounds to the baking sheet in a single layer.
5 Bake for a total of 40 minutes, flipping once halfway through.
6 Mix the apple cider, maple syrup, and walnuts in a small bowl. Drizzle over the
sweet potatoes and return to the oven for another 5 minutes. Serve and enjoy!

To learn more about Bako Sweet, visit www.bakosweet.com
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The

Swiss Army Knives
of Our Businesses:
40 Reasons to Love HR

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

S

o, what do Human Resource (HR) people do anyway?
They are some of the first people we meet when joining a
company and, often, the last when leaving. But, what the
heck are they doing in between? Good question! As often as
we work with these folks, I didn’t really grasp the full repertoire of
what they’re expected to know and do until I started Joe Produce.

Oh my goodness! These folks have to know and do a lot! There
are many so-called “glue positions” throughout companies—the
people who hold things together. And, like glue, they’re not always
recognized, or even seen, unless the glue stops working. The HR
department may possibly be the “super glue” in many companies,
as they work with all departments and personnel, often behind the
scenes to keep things running smoothly.
Nowadays, a great HR team is indispensable. In a growing number
of companies, they have moved beyond the administrative role and
are in the boardroom as part of the leadership team. Titles such as
Vice President of Human Resources or Chief People Officer (CPO)
are common leadership roles within HR.

20 / DEC 2020

VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY

Here is a list of duties and
responsibilities of HR professionals:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

Total company personnel oversight, field to C-suite
Management support
Employee support
Payroll, in conjunction with Accounting
Personnel needs and labor forecasting
Job description creation
Recruiting talented, new, and potential employees
Marketing and employer branding
Interviewing candidates
Compensation management, including tracking
trends and forecasts
Onboarding and development of new employees
Employee relations
Organizational chart development and
management
Cultural ambassadors
Employee safety
Advisors and counselors to employees
Advisors to leadership and ownership
Drive and measure cross-training
Vacation and PTO tracking and management
Company policy creators and champions
Career planning
Succession coordinators
Employee staffing and benchmarking
Benefits administration
Performance appraisals
Work/life balance mediators
Primary employee mental health support contact
Experts in harassment issues
Labor efficiency and cost management
recommendations
Exit interviewer
Union relations and negotiators
Legal experts on county; state; and federal laws,
policies, and practices
Immigration and migrant labor experts
Training, developing, and guiding employees
Terminations
Conflict management and resolution
Annual reviews
Budget forecasting
Safety Compliance Office, risk management,
instruction, and enforcement
Overseeing COVID-19 management, within state
and federal laws and policies

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
JoeProResumes.com
related sectors.

Amazingly enough, I know that I’m missing some items
on this list.
From a recruitment perspective, this segment of our
industry is going to continue to grow and demand
smart and empathetic leadership and people. Perhaps
you or your children might consider HR as a career
track. There is great money in HR, as well as many jobs
and opportunities for advancement and growth. It’s a
rewarding profession for those who like to be involved
with all the aspects of business and for those who enjoy
people.
So, next time you walk by the HR Department and have
the occasion to work with one of these folks, think about
everything that is on their plates and thank them for all
they do to make your job and business successful.
HR is otherwise known as: HUGE RESOURCE!

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.

Rex Lawrence

Founder and President
Joe Produce Search℠
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MY FAVORITE THINGS

KATIE HARRELD
Sales Manager, Ippolito International
With Lilian Diep

The journey is as enjoyable as the destination; that’s the
energy I feel from Katie Harreld, Sales Manager for Ippolito
International. A whirlwind of enthusiasm and initiative, Katie
inserts her passion into every aspect of her life and her career.
Because, in this business, life is what you make it, and Katie has
all the parts for a masterpiece at work...

Both JT and Makayla
love trying new recipes and
learning to cook, and I love
our time together.

A daily sweat session keeps my
mind clear, my body healthy, and
gives me the energy to keep up
with my busy kids.

Love when
I have the
time to get
lost in a
good book.

Fly fishing, paddle
boarding, or white
water rafting, to
name a few.

Being a fan is a family tradition,
and I can’t wait to be able to go
back to the stadium.

JT and Makayla are both
active. I love cheering them on.

We escape to the mountains
every summer!

Doesn’t happen enough, but
laughing and having fun with the
girls over some yummy food and
drinks are good for the soul!

We are a competitive
family, so there’s
always a game or
competition going on.

1
4
7

2 Our Kids Playing
Sports

Idaho and Montana
5

Reading
Outdoor
Adventures

8

3
6

Working Out
Girl Time

9

San Francisco
Giants
Cooking

Game Night
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Wholesome 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 Mike
A WHOLESOME HERO?
If there’s one life philosophy Mike
Gorczyca stands by, it’s “catch and
release.” From catching fish and letting
them go to overcoming his battle with
cancer, Mike maintains a go-with-theflow outlook on life. Having cut his teeth
on produce as an inspector in Salinas
and Yuma, California, Mike naturally
gravitated toward the supply-side and
soon found himself a part of our industry
family. He’s passionate about working
with honest people who are fun and
want to get things done. Suppliers like
this, along with the culture at PRO*ACT,
are what have kept him grounded in the
industry, and we certainly do not mind
having him on our side.

1

An Industry Force

2

Overcoming Adversity

3

Gaining Support

4

Positive Thinking

5
6
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RAINIER ® FRUIT CELEBRATES WHOLESOME HEROES

Mike Gorczyca
Director of Procurement, PRO*ACT

YEARS at
PRO*ACT:

Years in
produce:

26

28

Mike constantly faces unexpected
challenges like inclement weather and
recalls. What he enjoys about his work
in the produce industry is that it never
gets stale as there is always something
keeping him on his toes. Mike’s vendors
know he is in charge and will take care of
any issues. Because of his ability to lead,
PRO*ACT remains a reliable source in
the supply chain.

Mike battled colon cancer four years
ago and came out of it a stronger person.
Positive thinking was something he already
practiced, but it truly helped him through
the illness. He applies that philosophy to
daily life and work. Adversity through
illness tied him closer to his family
and friends, and he now has a better
relationship with them and is able to open
up more about his journey.

“While going through colon cancer four
years ago, what helped me get through
A New Outlook on Health
it the most was the support from my
immediate family and my PRO*ACT
Paying it Forward—COVID Response family. Everyone in the industry reached
out and supported us in any way they
could. It was really special. You see what
people are made of when you are going
through scary times. We are all on a
journey; I went through the process, luckily,
with a wife and two kids who took care of
me during such a hard time.”

FAVORITE PRODUCE ITEMS:

Lady Alice and
Honeycrisp Apples

“I maintained a positive attitude
throughout, and I believe that vibe rippled
through the industry and brought us all
together. I’ve always had a very positive
attitude, but it was magnified as I went
through this process and it helped bring
out my positivity even more. Perseverance
is important. I’ve had hurdles to overcome,
but they have made me what I am today.”

“I was addicted to nicotine before cancer
and had a hard time kicking the habit.
Right before I walked into my first
radiation treatment was the last time I
had any nicotine. I also had to change
how I ate after going through all the
chemo and radiation operations. I
started eliminating things when I saw
how they affected my body.”

“PRO*ACT was instrumental in the days
after COVID broke out through Feeding
Our Front Lines and the USDA’s Farmers to
Families Food Box program. We were able
give aid to 88 hospitals in 17 states in cities
that were epicenters of the pandemic. We
received amazing support from suppliers like
Rainier and many other companies, who all
made donations that distributors turned into
boxes. It was amazing to see our company
working with suppliers to help the people
that really needed it.”

and

WTF

DO I DO WITH

Mucci Farms Cherto™
Gourmet Cherry Tomatoes

?

{ what the fork }

R OA S T E D C H E R TO ™ TO M ATO E S W I T H WA R M B R I E
INGREDIENTS
3 vines Cherto Gourmet Cherry
Tomatoes
3 cloves garlic, minced
⅓ cup extra-virgin olive oil
1 large Brie wheel
Balsamic glaze, for drizzling
¼ cup thinly sliced basil, for garnish
1 baguette, sliced
Salt, to taste
Freshly ground black pepper, to taste
™

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 45 min
Servings: 4–8 people
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DIRECTIONS

1
2

Preheat oven to 350° F.

3

Place Brie in a shallow ovenproof dish. Bake in the oven for 10–15 minutes, or until
the cheese round is soft to the touch.

In a large bowl, combine Cherto Gourmet Cherry Tomatoes and garlic, toss with
olive oil. Season with salt and pepper, to taste. Place on baking sheet and cook until
tomatoes are slightly shriveled, about half an hour.

4 Top with roasted Cherto Gourmet Cherry Tomatoes. Drizzle with balsamic glaze
and garnish with basil. Serve warm with baguette slices.

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

OFF THE SHELF

A Closer Look at
Fresh Del Monte
Pinkglow™ Pineapple

CLOSE

By Jenna Plasterer

I

f you’ve visited Hawaii, you know
that delectable pineapples grow
wild, providing an unrivaled
sweetness near impossible to find
on the Mainland. Like many others,
upon returning home I searched for
a substitute to no avail—that was,
until Fresh Del Monte unveiled its
Pinkglow™ pineapple, and my mind
ran wild. Could this be it?
Pinkglows arrive in a beautiful
box painted in the rich colors of
the Costa Rican jungle where its
storied origin begins, alluding to the
premium quality of the fruit that has
spent two years perfecting its final
form.

Upon reveal, Pinkglow’s rind
resembles a traditional pineapple
devoid of its spiky crown, as
farmers carefully remove them to
cultivate the next generation of
the coveted jungle jewel. Although
indistinguishable on the outside,
what lies beneath the exterior
differentiates Pinkglow.
Promising a less acidic flavor than its
golden cousin, Pinkglow delivers a
combination of sweetness, juiciness,
and brilliant pink flesh—a marvel

to behold, gifting patrons reprieve
from the humdrum of stay-at-home
life 2020 has brought, transporting
them to a tropical fantasy—even if
only for a few bites.
Available exclusively online at
www.pinkglowpineapple.com for
now, there is no telling what the
future will hold as this premium
variety begins to captivate. Could
you be the next retailer to offer this
sweet escape?
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Gwillimdale Farms

if you’re

Standing Still,
you’re
Falling Behind
By Anne Allen

Quinton Woods, Sales and Operations
Manager, Gwillimdale Farms
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D

ecember reminds me of
determination. Perhaps it’s in the
intonation, in the gravity that we
lend to both words. December is
a hard month, a month when the
crunch of frost under boots in cooler
corners of the world evokes resolute
purpose. It seems naturally aligned with
the early risers, the hard workers, and
the go-getters that our industry counts as
its own.

We carry resolve in spades.
More often than not, we put our whole
person into the very thing we can’t live
without: fresh produce.

“Retailers want that direct farm
relationship, especially since consumerdriven trends point toward shoppers
wanting to know who the farmer is and
where the product is coming from.”

For Gwillimdale Farms, a vertically
integrated company bringing fresh
root vegetables to market, I feel that
resolve falls short when describing the
commitment displayed by its Owners.
“It was 2008 when John and Cristina
Hambly decided to buy their first
packing line,” Quinton Woods, Sales
and Operations Manager, begins. “The
trend was showing that they weren’t
going to be around for much longer if
they continued down the road they were
going. So, they had two options: either
quit or go full-steam ahead.”
This is where determination sparks into
fight and tenacity presses the gas pedal.
John and Cristina did not turn away

Quinton Woods,

Sales and Operations Manager, Gwillimdale Farms

from their operation. Instead, they put
everything they had into purchasing the
packing line, marking a pivotal moment
for the future of Gwillimdale Farms.
Over the next few years, the grower/
packer/shipper would continually
invest back into its operations. In 2012,
Gwillimdale bought its first semiautomated packing machinery, and this

Gwillimdale Farms has become one of the largest
vertically-integrated operations in Canada
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gave the company the chance to compete
with other packaging facilities.
“We were able to unlock our products’
extra potential in a way we were never
able to do before,” Quinton explains.
“Now, I would say, we’re probably the
largest vertically-integrated business
in Canada. Some people are bigger
growers, some people are bigger packers,

but I don’t know of anyone who has
a substantial investment in all three
categories the way that we do.”

Gwillimdale Farms is comprised of a team that is centered
around quality and relationships in its operations

Gwillimdale now has three full
production lines: a fully automated onion
packing line, carrot line, and potato
line. At peak production, the grower can
produce 250,000 pounds of vegetables in
a single day.
“We’re actually in the process of a startup on this automated packing line for
onions. We’ll be able to provide twice
as many onions per day, moving from
three loads to six loads—possibly even
eight loads—a day of finished product.
This will allow us to compete a lot more
efficiently across the Northeastern
United States and then down into the
Southeastern United States—like the
Florida market.”
Aside from carving out footholds for
itself in the United States, additional
operations in Mexico ensure that
Gwillimdale has year-round production.
“We have our Mexico program as well,
which is continuing to develop with
different SKUs and new packaging
products. We’re marketing out of Mexico
year-round and out of Canada eight
months of the year. We can typically
hit all markets, all the time,” Quinton
comments.
In addition to providing high-quality
onions, carrots, potatoes, and beets,
Quinton notes another level of value that
Gwillimdale brings to buyers.
“Retailers want that direct farm
relationship, especially since consumerdriven trends point toward shoppers
wanting to know who the farmer is
and where the product is coming from,”
Quinton remarks. “That’s allowed us,
as a vertically integrated company, to
excel. It puts pressure on our competitors
and accelerates our growth within the
Canadian and American retail space.”
Quinton has witnessed the growth of
Gwillimdale first-hand, having joined
the company in 2011 as a co-op student.
Determination is an apt description
of this aspiring ag leader as well, who
developed Gwillimdale’s CanadaGAP®
program within eight months of starting.

“Every challenge is different...There’s
no better feeling than walking into the
grocery store and seeing your package
on the shelf, knowing that you’re
feeding people healthy, nutritious food.”

“From there, I took on plant supervision
responsibilities while still functioning a
THESNACK.NET / 31

Quinton Woods joined Gwillimdale Farms in 2011 and
continues to drive innovation and value for the company

full course load in school. In March of
2012, the Owners asked me if I would
like to take over the sales department
because the salesman at the time had left.
I was essentially selling carrots from my
college classroom.”
We pause to chuckle over the image—
not your typical college kid’s side
hustle! But, it encapsulates the grit and
persistence I see over and over again
within our industry.
By the time Gwillimdale had become a
year-round operation in 2014, Quinton
was developing procurement programs
and grower partnerships with farmers in
Georgia, New Mexico, and California.
As he took on his current role as Sales
and Operations Manager, Quinton
and the Gwillimdale team also invested
heavily in marketing and sustainability
as a way to continue differentiating
the company in the Canadian grower
market.
“The biggest thing is simply progression.
If you’re standing still, you’re falling
behind. It’s all about evolving the
32 / DEC 2020

business and maintaining currency in
an ever-evolving industry,” Quinton
comments. “It’s evolving at a pace
faster than your competition so you can
continue to grow.”
Throughout our conversation, as we
weave between words and phrases
like progression, expansion, and the
natural ebb and flow of this everchanging market landscape, we naturally
speak of COVID-19, an event whose
repercussions are impossible to ignore.
“In the first few weeks of the pandemic,
the retail demand for cello carrots,
beets, parsnips, and onions was huge.
Alongside this came a staggering
demand for frozen veg, which allowed
us to reallocate our foodservice products
to the processing market,” Quinton
expresses. “We took COVID-19 as an
opportunity to invest, to automate, to do
new and unique things, to change our
packaging processes, to become more
efficient, and to hire more staff so that,
when everything rebounds, we’re there
to capture the opportunity.”

An exponential year for changes is an
accurate summation of 2020. But this
shifting landscape is precisely why
Quinton was initially drawn to the
produce industry, and why he continues
to be charmed by its dynamism every
day.
“Every challenge is different,” he shares,
as we settle in to discuss one of my
favorite elements of every Snack story:
the why. “There’s no better feeling than
walking into the grocery store and seeing
your package on the shelf, knowing that
you’re feeding people healthy, nutritious
food. There’s nothing more rewarding
than that.”
As I write this, the chill of winter has yet
to affect the irrepressibly sunny climes
of California. December seems a far-off
conclusion to an otherwise hectic year. I
know that winter will soon give way to a
new year, a fresh start. As inevitable as
the changing seasons are, so too is my
belief that companies like Gwillimdale
Farms will continue to drive us toward a
brighter future.

WTF

DO I DO WITH

North Bay Produce
Dried Cherries

?

{ what the fork }

COCO N U T D R I E D C H E R R Y M AC A R OO N S
INGREDIENTS
½ cup North Bay Produce dried cherries
5 ½ cups sweetened coconut
14 oz sweetened condensed milk
1 tsp vanilla
2 large egg whites (room temperature)
¼ tsp salt
1 cup chocolate melts (optional)
Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 20–25 min
Servings: 6

DIRECTIONS

1
2

Preheat oven to 350° F.

3

In a separate bowl, whisk egg whites with salt until medium peaks form. Fold egg
whites into coconut mixture until incorporated well.

Line cookie sheets with parchment and set aside. In a large bowl, combine coconut,
sweetened condensed milk, vanilla, and cherries. Stir to combine and set aside.

4 Drop small cookie scoops onto parchment lined baking sheet.
5 Bake 20–25 minutes or until bottom and tops are golden brown.
6 Cool completely and enjoy!
Optional: Dip bottoms in melted chocolate and leave to dry on parchment for an extra sweet treat!

To learn more about North Bay Produce, visit www.northbayproduce.com
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OFF THE SHELF

A Closer Look at
Superior Fresh’s
Packaging Rebrand
By Lilian Diep

S

ometimes, all you need is a
little “spring” to put that pep
back in your step. Spring Mix,
that is! With its latest brand refresh
and packaging update, Superior
Fresh’s line of organic mixes is sure
to turn any produce aisle into a
green meadow that consumers will
frolic through.
Superior Fresh’s expansive line
boasts a wide array of flavors such
as Baby Arugula, Citrus Splash,
Superior Crunch, Baby Romaine
Blend, Power Blend, Midwest
Medley, and Mighty Mix. One variety,
however, that I will be dancing my
way to is the Spring Mix. The fresh
and light crunch, coupled with the
vibrant pink label, will immediately
lift spirits while satisfying organic
needs.

As sustainability and mindful
shopping continue to drive
consumer demand, Superior Fresh’s
brand refresh and packaging
embody the company’s efforts to
meet those needs. Each recycled
clamshell is made up of repurposed
water bottles, which saves millions
of gallons of water and contributes
to the restoration of 800 acres to
the natural habitat on the company’s
farm.
The new label puts all key aspects
of the product front and center to
make it easier for consumers to
complete their mental checklist.
Display the whole lineup to provide
shoppers the light and fresh variety
they’re looking for as we transition
through the seasons.
Brighten up the holiday spread, and
you will see shoppers spring through
your doors.
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FRESH FOLK

» The IF List «

Adam Brady
Director of Marketing, Shuman Farms

T

With Jordan Okumura

here are some people in this industry who, if you are lucky enough to
meet them right away, confirm that this is where you belong. And so
you stay. For me, Adam Brady was one of those people. Not only has
he helped me polish my produce knowledge around several key categories
from sweet onions to apples, but he has made me laugh till I cried and
everything in between. The Director of Marketing for Shuman Farms is about
as rare as they come, and this IF List only begins to prove it...

IF you could be a character in any book,
who would you be?

Ford Prefect from The Hitchhiker’s Guide to
the Galaxy. He’s seen the Universe, always
seems to have a solution, and never panics.

IF you could have any actor play you in
a movie, who would you want?

Ryan Reynolds.

IF you could imagine yourself in a
different industry, what would it be?

Space travel. The dreamer in me has always
wanted a chance to visit the stars.

IF you could have dinner with anyone,
dead or alive, who would it be?

My dad. He was taken entirely too early, and
we had a lot left to talk about.

IF you were
stranded on a
desert island, what
three items would
you bring?

A case of water, a
case of wine, and a
volleyball—preferably a
Wilson®.

IF you had to wear
the same thing every
day, what items of clothing
would you pick?

Khaki shorts, a t-shirt, a
backward ballcap, and flip
flops.

IF you could make
everyone watch a movie of
your choosing, which movie
would you want them to see?

The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou. I think
it resonates differently with everyone; I
notice something new every time I watch it.

IF you were another species in the
animal kingdom, what would you be?

A goldfish.

IF you could join a musician, dead or
alive, on stage to sing along or play an
instrument with, who would you choose
and why?

I think it would be a blast to play along with
Louis Armstrong.

IF you had to have the same thing every
day for the rest of your days, what
would you eat and/or drink?

Sesame chicken, roasted broccolini, Opal®
apples, and Drake’s Funny Bones®.

IF you could re-experience an awesome
day in your life, what day would you
choose and why?
Any Saturday as a kid with friends,
having fun without a care in the
world.

IF you had a superpower,
what would you want it to
be?
Invulnerability—fun
without the fear of deadly
consequences.

IF you had to choose
one song to be the
soundtrack of your
winter season, what
would it be?

Fall means football,
so the Georgia Southern
University fight song. Go
Eagles!

IF you could give your
younger self one piece of advice,
what would it be?
You never know when you’ll
experience something for the last time.
Slow down and enjoy it.
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LIV Organic Produce

T

here are few industries that
get you up before first light.
Most mornings, by the time
many folks roll over and
turn off the alarms on their
nightstands with tired eyes
and stretch into the new day,
those in fresh produce are up.
Under the mask of darkness, they are checking
the market reports, reading the weather like
fortune tellers read tea leaves, and improvising
a day that begins long before the sun stretches
over the horizon.

They are the supply-side of our industry.
They are a band of steady and unyielding
individuals who forecast, wager, and risk—
again and again.
There must be something in the connective
tissue of teams and companies like this that
allow them a superhuman quality—tirelessly
sowing the future ahead. As the team at
LIV Organic Produce might tell me, it’s like
training inside the fire—a melding of minds
and intentions, all leading to the possibility of
growth, of building a muscle to compete, of
working long into the night till that horizon line
becomes morning.
Expansion is the reward for such desire and
drive.
“We live and breathe as a team, and that reality
has allowed us to achieve growth head-on in a
rather short amount of time. When we speak
of being a team, we mean it with the greatest
of intention,” Carrie Briones tells me. Having
joined LIV Organic in late 2018, she pauses
to make sure she chooses the right words to
speak of the dynamic group the team has
built. “We invest in everyone on a personal and
professional level, and I can speak for myself
when I say that this is one of the main reasons
I gravitated toward the company. That level of
investment in our people is strongly mirrored
by their belief in what we do as a company. I
think this belief system is what has allowed us
to grow so rapidly. It has permitted us to grow
our team and, now, our operations.”
That growth comes in the form of
expansion—a multitiered approach for LIV

Carrie Briones and the LIV Organic Produce team view the company’s
expansion plan with limitless possibilities

Organic Produce, with Carrie, Head of Sales and Grower Relations, leading the
charge on the company’s latest endeavor to build a higher value program for its
customers. With the acquisition and upgrading of a packing house nestled in the
advantageous locale of Oceanside, California, the company is setting itself up for
a future of unlimited potential.
As a long-term investment, this recent move positions LIV Organic’s operations
and its vision for indefinite expansion, and the individual’s inclusion is a part of
that vision.
“From the beginning, when we founded the company in 2018, our team knew
we needed a family-like foundation built on consistent, premium supplies from
several family-run farms. This, combined with strategic packing facilities,
would allow us to bring the finest organic fruit and vegetables in California
and Mexico to the market,” Anthony Innocenti, Co-Founder and Managing
Partner, reflects when I ask him what this latest move by the team means for the
company, and for him personally.
Since acquiring the facility and the land it sits on, LIV Organic has made
several upgrades to its packing line and bagging equipment.
“We are also expanding the cold storage square-footage and have additional
bagging machines and packing lines in the works,” Carrie shares. “We are

Left: Carrie along with Anthony Innocenti are never far from the fruit with their boots-on-the-ground approach
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“We LIVE and BREATHE as a team,
and that reality has allowed us to
ACHIEVE GROWTH head-on...”
- Carrie Briones, Head of Sales and Grower Relations, LIV Organic Produce
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already looking into adding a wider range
of commodities as the demand for organics
continues to grow. Since we are only using
about a third of the total acreage for the
property, our team has the capabilities to
expand the lines and cold storage operations
even more. Additionally, we are in the process
of helping co-invest with growers on adding
more acreage across our core commodities.”
Kicking off with citrus packing, followed by
potatoes and onions in the near future, the
facility sets up the LIV Organic program for
growth in key categories in more ways than
one. A majority of the growers LIV Organic
partners with are within Riverside and San
Diego County, California, which is what makes
the proximity of the packing house such a
perfect spot. Located near major growing
operations, freeways, and markets, the packing
house is an extension of LIV Organic’s
approach to differentiation among an evermore
competitive organic space.
And it fuels a unique value proposition not held
by many in the industry.
“Many companies co-pack and don’t actually
own their facilities or land with room to expand
in their growing regions,” Carrie emphasizes.
“Their attempts at growth can be quite limited
in this respect. By growing, packing, and
shipping the fruit ourselves, we have the control
needed to be able to react quickly and make
the best decisions for the health of the company
and our customers.”
This control over so many pieces of the puzzle
in the supply chain is an area of extreme
value for customers. Those who want the
transparency of product and sourcing and
a direct line of sight into how the well-oiled
machine that is LIV Organic functions amidst
its day-to-day operations can find it in spades.
Each interaction in the supply chain creates
an opportunity to excel and elevate Carrie
and Anthony’s vision for excellence, and this
is something that retailers know well when it
comes to LIV Organic.
Additionally, this transparency and farreaching ability to control and pivot the
program has provided more support for
LIV Organic’s grower partners, who are
the lifeblood of the operation. Being able to
address challenges from a boots-on-the-ground
approach means that grower returns are at
an all-time high for the essential network of
farmers.
“By providing all services to the grower—
harvesting, packing, and sales—at one place, it
allows us to control costs. We are able to cut out

additional expenses and pass on the savings to the grower in order to provide
them a fair cost. We have a great team that is dedicated to providing great
service to our growers,” Carrie expresses.
As Anthony tells me, one of the team’s biggest successes has been in representing
smaller- to medium-sized growers and helping their products reach the
mainstream audience, as well as local stores, in a way that makes them shine.
“Being able to bring our program to market at sustainable prices is another goal
and point of differentiation for us,” Anthony adds. “The value has to extend
from the ground to the shelf.”
This sound investment carries the weight and potential of future opportunities
and, as Anthony puts it, has been led from vision to execution by Carrie’s
unrivaled passion and precision for aligning all the pieces of the puzzle together
just right.
“Carrie has been key in this task, and our new packing house is one more step in
what is a lifetime endeavor to continually achieve excellence. We have no desire
to sit on our laurels and we never will,” Anthony says.
At the helm, Carrie is the rallying cry for growth at LIV Organic—the type of
person we refer to when we speak of those salt-of-the-earth people. You can find
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Brent Portell, Carrie Briones, Lorena Garcia, Valeria Cuenca, David Barnes, and
Anthony Innocenti taking in the success of the new Oceanside, California, facility

“By growing, packing, and shipping the fruit
ourselves, we have the CONTROL needed to be
able to react quickly and make the best decisions
for the HEALTH of the company and our customers.”
- Carrie Briones
her sipping a glass of champagne at a trade
show dinner or you can discover her in a citrus
orchard checking the health of the crop in the
midday sun, measuring the productivity of
yields with team members working diligently
in the field. Carrie’s mind, actions, passion,
and charisma tell me she has the stuff of great
leaders—a unique and rare human who sees
the sky as the limit when it comes to LIV.
“Carrie’s ability to bring everyone into lockstep
is what has always made her an amazing
team member from the start. Her knack for
managing and cultivating those around her
while braving all the elements of change are
incredible attributes she has worked to finetune and grow over her years in the industry,”
Anthony says.
Eighteen to be exact.
At only 20 years old, Carrie found her way to
the citrus category and discovered right away
that her passion was in sync with this industry’s
ingenuity, stamina, and intensity.
“I dipped my toe in the water as a Coordinator
at Riverside Arlington Height Fruit Exchange
in California—a Sunkist-affiliated company,
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doing office administration tasks and answering phones. It gave me a taste of
how dynamic the fresh produce game was and the energy of working in such a
vital space. I was in from the get-go,” she reflects.
Having garnered the foundational elements of the citrus world from an office
perspective, Carrie then took a step further into the industry toward the soil
as Sales Coordinator for Coachella Valley Citrus in the Golden State. Here,
she further expanded her experience and cut her teeth on export sales and
documentation. The company was eventually bought by Richard Bagdasarian,
Inc., and she stayed on coordinating both of its citrus packing houses for orders
and began to do sales for sister company Pasha Marketing, selling both organic
and conventional row crops, along with grapes.
With a growing love and familiarity in the fresh produce space, it was an easy
and—I dare say—organic move for her to join LIV.
“Having my hands in every part of the process across the supply chain has been
so rewarding to me. Sales and grower relations have allowed me to connect with
the people and the land that are essential to our success as a company,” Carrie
remarks. “We wake up every day on the same side of the line, working to bring
a better organic product to market. That ‘same team’ mentality is incredibly
strong here at LIV Organic. I truly believe that the customer and the end
consumer can taste it and experience that passion in our products.”
As night falls, shadows grow longer, and morning rises across the land. There
are those, like Carrie and Anthony, that not only set their clocks by the sun and
the moon, but by the needs of the land. And the land needs them. Come rain,
come shine, and come that 4:30 a.m. alarm.

VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY

D

o you know that booming, contagious
laughter you might hear on a trade show
floor or across the room at an industry
event? More often than not, you would be safe to
assume the owner of that voice is Mike Roberts,
Director of Produce Operations, Harps Food
Stores. While virtual events and communications
will bridge the gap for the moment—the
irreplaceable handshake, rounds of laughter, and
warm camaraderie that comes by sharing the
same physical space just can’t be replaced.

Yes, the broken record goes around one more
time.
Despite it all, many are looking to the silver linings
not only available to us, but made by us. Mike is

one of those fresh produce voices rallying friends,
industry members, and new faces—even now, as
we approach the new year and all its uncertainty.
Mike has always had a way of turning the tide with
his attitude, advocacy, and unfaltering loyalty
to all-things fruits and vegetables. Managing a
retail footprint of approximately 113 stores across
Arkansas, as well as Oklahoma, Missouri, and
Kansas, Mike has his fingers on the pulse of the
consumer’s needs and demands.
As his tenure reveals 30 years of service across
the industry, this exceptional human is breaching
a whole new normal along with the rest of us.
With a smile and a laugh, he says, “Chin up, we are
all in this together.” And, a few more things...
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Q1

Jordan Okumura: Mike, it has

been a beast of a year. I imagine that you,
as a retailer, have witnessed how much the
business has changed on the front lines. If
you don’t mind me asking, how has consumer
traffic and demand in the fresh produce
department changed since 2020
became the year of the new normal?

Mike Roberts, Director

of Produce Operations,
Harps Food Stores: What a

crazy time, right? I think we all knew
that fresh produce was essential in
everyone’s baskets, but I don’t think
we ever really anticipated a challenge
like COVID-19 driving change in consumers’
buying behaviors and how we conduct business in the
fresh produce department.
As of this fall, traffic was up about 20 percent. Samestore sales were up a little more, around 25 percent. And,
as you can imagine, demand is up! There has been a
fluctuation in the amount of variety that consumers want
from fresh produce, but we know that the staples are
doing really well.

Q2

JO: I know my fresh produce purchases have gone

up now that I am prepping more home meals and
cooking for others. How have your own personal
buying behaviors changed? Has produce become more
important in your household?

MR: We have always eaten a lot of produce in our

household. Since shelter-in-place went into effect, my
wife is baking more and cooking more as well, so our
grocery purchases by volume and dollar amount have
gone up. I would imagine that our produce purchases are
up more also, as logic tells me.
But, produce is never anything we skimp on. Who would
I be, if that were the case?!

Q3

JO: Across the industry, the attitudes that people are

adopting have really blown my mind. There has been
panic, for sure, but more cohesion and resilience than
anything else. I think these ideals are always what we
hope and strive for, but the difference between the ideal
and the reality is always a question mark—at least until
necessity calls on your integrity or calls your bluff. What
positives and silver linings have emerged for you during
this time?

MR:

Challenges reveal what is most important to us.
They also test our character and our adaptability. I think
this is a good opportunity for us all to recalibrate and

44 / DEC 2020

VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY

reprioritize. As a household, we have spent a lot more
time outdoors and with friends and family. That has been
amazing.
There are also some funny things that I have learned
during this time, too. I need bigger ears—who knew? My
mask always falls off. My hands, I think, have a permanent
layer of hand sanitizer on them, and two showers a day is
kind of cool!

Q4

JO: For you personally, why is our industry more
essential than ever, and do you see that changing
anytime soon?

MR:

Produce may not always be the center of the
plate, but we are a big portion—and a growing portion—
of it. We are also gaining ground as a snacking option
versus chips and sweets! That shift alone is changing the
dynamic of how we build our stores’ displays. Produce
is healthy and, in the face of a very scary virus, being
healthy is safer, smarter, and better!
You want me to scream it, right? Eat more produce!

Q5

"Never forget
about the
partners and
relationships
that got you
here..."
- Mike Roberts, Director of
Produce Operations, Harps
Food Stores

JO: I wish we could be having this conversation face to
face! But, all of this has made me more appreciative than
ever. What do you miss most of all about industry events
and trade shows?

MR:

I miss seeing people in person, too. Having been in
the industry for 32 years, those people are great friends
and, in some cases, they are like family. I miss getting to
see them, and I miss getting to meet new people. Zoom
meetings are okay, but they are not the same. And I
always feel like I am on an episode of Hollywood Squares!

Q6

JO: What is one piece of advice you would give

to someone new in the industry who is experiencing
challenges like the ones we face today?

MR: Always be prepared for the unexpected—have

backup plans in every category and every aspect of
your operations. Never forget about the partners and
relationships that got you here, because that helps us all
thrive every day.

Above and beyond is how I would describe our industry—
in value and in attitude. It is people like Mike Roberts
that make showing up so easy for so many. Hopefully,
someday soon, we will shake hands with even more intent
and gratitude than ever before. Just know that we are
here, hands extended, ready and waiting for you.
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D’Arrigo New York

Fielding
Fate
By Chandler James

Gabriela D’Arrigo,
Vice President of
Marketing and
Communications,
D’Arrigo New York

46

A

young woman steps out of the subway and into the cool
New York City air, the smell of wet concrete wafting
around her. As she leans back to sip her coffee, the pointed
tops of nearby skyscrapers come into view. She walks past endless rows
of street vendors, moving toward something new—though she cannot
yet see it—beyond her wildest dreams.

It is simply an exercise of the
imagination, but my mind conjures this
young woman, clear as day, as I sit down
with D’Arrigo New York’s Vice President
of Marketing and Communications.
Nearly ten years have passed since
Gabriela D’Arrigo graduated from
college with a degree in Advertising and
Public Relations and her sights set on a
Manhattan-based advertising agency,
though that is not exactly where she
landed. The family business seemed
somewhat of a relic at that time, but fate
proved otherwise.
“Initially, I had no intention of ever
joining the produce industry,” Gabriela
tells me. “Even though my family has
been a part of it for a very long time, I
personally didn’t have the knowledge
and was not aware of how significant my
family was in this industry.”
The D’Arrigo family business, now on its
fourth generation of leaders, was teeming
with opportunity, though Gabriela did
not yet know it when she set out on her
career path. Growing up, her father
did not want to impose any obligation
to the company, so Gabriela was not
fully aware of D’Arrigo’s influence on
fresh produce. In an unexpected turn of
events, though, she became one of her
generation’s first to join the team.
“My sister and I went out to an event
that D’Arrigo California was hosting
several years back. Unbeknownst to
us, my dad coordinated with one of my
cousins to have us both out there to see
how our personalities would blend and
what we would think of the industry as
a whole,” Gabriela says. “We toured the
fields, coolers, receiving and distribution
operations, and even harvested our
own broccoli rabe. At the end of that
weekend, my cousin Margaret D’ArrigoMartin, who was the Vice President of
Sales and Marketing at the time, pulled
us into her office and said, ‘Hey, we are
looking to hire new employees, ideally
in the family, and I would love to hire
driven women. You have two weeks to
make a decision and get back to me.’
Neither one of us really knew what was
going on, but, separately, made our
decisions to take the job.”
In addition to pursuing an Advertising
and Public Relations major, Gabriela
was also able to knock out a Marketing
degree. Originally set on playing soccer
at school, she had blown out her knee

just before college, leaving her with a lot
of time on her hands. She didn’t know
what she wanted to do at that time, but
she liked to build relationships, so public
relations seemed like the perfect fit. A lot
of the classes overlapped with marketing,
allowing her to tackle multiple majors at
the same time. She spent summers and
winters in school and got it all done in
four years.
“When I was first hired in California, I
joined as a Sales Assistant. Like most
produce companies at that time, the
marketing department was basically
non-existent. Although I really enjoyed
being on the sales side, I knew there
was a lot missing. Because I had
experience with PR, advertising, and
marketing, I was a bit of a jack of all
trades and brought a new perspective
to the company,” Gabriela continues.
“To quote my uncle, Matt D’Arrigo,
‘Produce isn’t rocket science.’ It’s a very
simple thing when you break it down to
its most basic form, and I felt I was the
one to do that.”
Gabriela is anything but one-track
minded, allowing her to wear a ton of

The D’Arrigo New York family business is
now on its fourth generation of leaders

“You’re not
promoting your
label like a
supplier would,
but promoting
your brand
as a service
provider.”
- Gabriela D’Arrigo,
Vice President of Marketing
and Communications,
D’Arrigo New York
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different hats and thrive in her new role.
She says her background helped prepare
her for produce because it changes from
day to day, and this “go, go, go” lifestyle
has become her bread and butter. And,
because there wasn’t a marketing,
advertising, or PR department at
either D’Arrigo New York or D’Arrigo
California, she quickly recognized the
need and developed them herself.
“When I left California, I laid out a bit of
a blueprint and handed the department
over to the current Marketing
Coordinator,” she explains, diving into
her journey to D’Arrigo New York and
the jump from supply to wholesale.
“When I joined the New York company, I
realized we had a significant marketing
department about 20 years ago that
produced some trailblazing content. So,
my main goal here has been to revive
that. I’ve been here for about five and
a half years now, and it’s a slow process
to build, especially being a wholesaler.
It’s a totally different ball game. You’re
not promoting your label like a supplier
would, but promoting your brand as a
service provider.”
D’Arrigo’s position as a middleman in
the market has proven to be a sweet spot
for Gabriela as she tackles everything
from marketing and organic sales to
buying. While some folks narrow down
their focus as their career progresses,
Gabriela tells me she is just the opposite.
It seems the very nature of this family
business has swayed her, too, as she notes
her time with the company is far from
any old wives’ tales we might have heard.

As a company, D’Arrigo New York
can relate to the farmer, acting as an
intermediary that outlines the barriers and
successes between both buy and supply

“There’s a lot of talk about how working
in the family business is really tough,”
she says. “While there are tough points, I
have not experienced a lot of what other
people have. I’ve been very fortunate
because my cousins and uncles have
been huge supporters of my progress
along the way. It doesn’t mean we don’t
bump heads, because we most certainly
do. But, they definitely are my allies
throughout this journey. I’ve been
afforded a lot of opportunities because
of that.”
One of Gabriela’s biggest supporters
is her older sister, Carmela, who is
now the Supervisor of Cross Dock and
Consolidation at D’Arrigo California.
“She is the reason I have stuck it out in
this industry—no question. She has
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supported me through all the positive
decisions I have made as well as
counseled me on the ones that I probably
could have made better,” Gabriela tells
me. “She has had to work through some
difficult challenges as a woman in this
industry, but her ability to stand by her
convictions, no matter what, has been a
driving force for me. I will always have
that ‘little sister admiration’ for her, but
she is the real deal.”
Gabriela shares a sentiment with me
that I think perfectly encapsulates her
relationship to the industry: Every
event is like a family reunion. Joining a
company that fosters such a welcoming
environment has been a wildly positive
experience for her, revealing a window
to both her family’s history and an
industry where her heart felt at home.
“It’s a really fun, energetic experience.
Working for a company like D’Arrigo,
with the longevity that it has, we have
the ability to take more risks than other
companies do because we have a bigger
foundation to fall back on,” Gabriela
reflects. “It’s really cool to have people
tell me, ‘Oh, I worked with your father,’
or, ‘Hey, your grandfather was a really
great guy.’ That stuff never gets old to
me. It’s almost like a family reunion at
every event, and hearing about your
predecessors is nice because you get a
better idea of where your company came
from.”

D’Arrigo New York is positioned
as a middleman in the market,
covering everything from marketing
and organic sales to buying

I’ve heard a lot of people say that three
years makes or breaks you in this
industry—you’re either in it for life or
you’re done. In Gabriela’s first three
years, many things changed. Food safety
began to hit its stride, and D’Arrigo
New York had to meet many different
guidelines and requirements, both on the
growing and distribution sides. Gabriela
has loved seeing this trend build, and
hopes the industry continues utilizing
technology to make improvements.
“I’m also a huge advocate for bringing in
individuals who have expertise outside
the produce industry. I think it’s great
that we’ve got so many people who
spend their entire lives in produce, and
I’m going to end up being one of those,”
Gabriela divulges. “Still, I believe you’ve
got to bring in an unbiased outside
perspective because it makes your
company so much more dynamic. The
minute you’re all sitting at the table and
agreeing on the same things, nobody’s
thinking critically. That’s something
that I would love to see continue in the
industry as a whole.”
Another of her favorite things about
working in this industry is having the
opportunity to contribute.
“I don’t like to just sit back and hang out.
That’s never really been my personality.
I like to be involved and work toward

“Working for a company like
D’Arrigo, with the longevity
that it has, we have the ability
to take more risks than other
companies do because we
have a bigger foundation to
fall back on.”
- Gabriela D’Arrigo

either the common goal or the individual
goal, whatever is needed to get the
needle moving,” Gabriela continues.
“Complacency, to me, is death. So, being
a part of something that’s bigger than
you are is really important to me. I think
that this industry will outlast a lot of
others simply due to its necessity.”
And with that, I gain a clearer picture
of this young industry maven. Similar
to the way she tackled D’Arrigo
California and New York’s marketing
program, Gabriela is not one to settle in
and stay stagnant. As time passed, she
continued seeking out opportunities for
improvement and has since spearheaded
efforts to reimagine D’Arrigo California
and New York as we know them.
Gabriela divulges to me that
the California, New York, and
Massachusetts D’Arrigo companies
collaborated more often in the past,
simply because they were all still
considered one entity. Then there was a
huge growth spurt for all three between
the second and third generations. As
each company got larger, and as
wholesalers acquired more shippers and
growers, it became difficult for all to
grow together. They were each growing
Joining the company has
revealed a window to both
Gabriela’s family history and
an industry where her heart
felt at home

in different ways. Now that each of the
companies has found its niche, Gabriela
says it’s time to revisit.
In her eyes, the D’Arrigo companies are
still young, and each division brings a
whole new set of skills and knowledge to
the table. With the right talent in place,
these three powerhouses will be able to
achieve more than they may have ever
imagined.
“I would love to see more collaboration
between the D’Arrigo California,
Massachusetts, and New York
companies,” she says. “We collaborate
now, but it’s been on a small scale, and
there’s a huge opportunity for that to
increase. We come from a lineage of
farmers, so we know what they’re going
through. When you can relate to the
farmer and help communicate to the
consumer, you become the intermediary
that outlines the barriers and successes
between both sides. When you’re in
that position as a company, which I
think is what wholesalers are, ultimately,
you’re able to be the translator. That
is something D’Arrigo companies as
a whole should absolutely take more
advantage of.”
It’s a point not to be taken lightly, as
D’Arrigo has leveraged its unique
position in the market while working to
support New York City throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic. Like many others,
these unprecedented circumstances have
revealed new opportunities, and we have
all gained a better understanding of what
it means to collaborate.
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“Once COVID hit, the sanitation
initiatives we’d been discussing went
into overdrive, especially in terms of
food safety. A lot of those plans came to
fruition in a matter of five days, and it
was a huge collaborative effort for the
New York terminal market,” Gabriela
tells me. “It can be difficult to have
several different companies collaborate
quickly. It was really cool to see all these
companies, some of which are considered
competitors, put their own agendas aside
to make sure we could feed New York
City and the surrounding areas. We were
all unexpectedly called to the front lines,
so to speak, and everybody’s attitude
about it was amazing. Nobody thought
twice about it. We just showed up.”
D’Arrigo New York had a lot of plans
to expand its logistics operations and
acquire more trucks, stops, and drivers.
But, as Gabriela explains, as soon as
COVID happened, D’Arrigo suddenly
had to put all of its plans into action. Its
operations were reaching and delivering
to places that the team had never even
thought of, and it was happening very
quickly.
“Philanthropically, we have gone above
and beyond. Prior to the pandemic,
we were more meticulous in terms of
collecting 501 (c)(3) documentation and

such. Once we went into lockdown, all
of that was out the window. We had
to trust everyone in the supply chain
and get food to wherever it was needed
most. We’ve begun working closely with
our city officials throughout New York
to assess where our services are most
needed. Anyone who reaches out, we
say yes to, and that has been something
really cool to see,” says Gabriela. “It
taught me a huge lesson to see my uncle,
without any hesitation whatsoever, say,
‘We’re here to feed people, so we’re going
to feed people.’”
Although we can obviously expect some
long-term changes, Gabriela assures
me that many of the things D’Arrigo
New York has put into place during this
time will stick around. The sanitation,
efficiencies, and logistics will remain top
of mind because, now, the company is
more aware of its abilities.
“The unpredictability of all this is really
going to impact businesses as a whole
because we’re not sure what we’re
preparing for. We just have to go with
our best-educated guess and listen to
our customers who are coming in every
day,” Gabriela continues. “The need
for communication has been through
the roof. This is an industry where we
talk about constant communication

and relationship building, and that’s
holding very true at this time. I think a
lot of companies would not have made
it without partnerships, long-term or
otherwise.”
She draws an interesting parallel
between the produce industry itself
and her own journey to it. The simple
principle of providing food is what
guides us to where we stand, every day.
Because, as we’ve all said a thousand
times over, fresh produce is truly unlike
any other industry out there.
“Food is one of the most uniting mediums
you can possibly have between people,
from whatever background,” Gabriela
concludes. “People will always come
together for food. I think that’s really
important, and we as an industry need
to keep coming back to our purpose.”
A freightliner engine starts up in the
background as Gabriela steps out of
her office. She turns to face the golden
horizon, a flock of birds fluttering above
the trees. Closing a tote full of fresh
broccoli and lettuce, she ruminates
on the day’s treasured triumphs—
remembering that the working day may
be done, but fate is never off the clock.

For Gabriela, every industry event is like a family reunion as she is surrounded by leaders
from each generation of D’Arrigo New York
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WTF

DO I DO WITH

B&W Quality
Growers Watercress

{ what the fork }

WAT E R C R E S S A N D C A R A M E L I Z E D O N I O N C R O S T I N I
INGREDIENTS
2 cups B&W Quality Growers
Watercress leaves, finely chopped
24 slices French baguette (¼" thick)
3 tbsp melted butter
4 cloves garlic, halved lengthwise
2 tbsp butter
1 onion, roughly chopped
1 tbsp sugar
½ tsp salt
¼ tsp pepper
¼ cup fig jam
4 oz goat cheese
3 tbsp balsamic glaze
Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 40–50 min
Servings: 6
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DIRECTIONS

1

Preheat oven to 375° F. Brush bread slices with melted butter and rub with sliced
sides of garlic cloves. Arrange on a baking sheet and bake until crisp and toasted,
about 8–10 minutes, turning once. Remove from oven and rub with garlic cloves
again. Set aside.

2

Meanwhile, in large non-stick skillet over medium heat, melt two tablespoons
butter. Add onions, sugar, salt, and pepper and cook until onions are golden and
caramelized, approximately 25–30 minutes, stirring occasionally. Cool slightly.

3

Top toast slices with fig jam, cheese, onion, and watercress. Drizzle with balsamic
glaze. Enjoy!

To learn more about B&W Quality Growers,
visit www.bwqualitygrowers.com

?

Lunar

NEW yeaR
snapshot
By Lilian Diep

L

unar New Year is the time when all the
culinary stops are pulled out. Staples such
as ginger, squash, and leafy veg really shine
in festive spreads, bringing families around
the same table (or tables) to enjoy a feast. Come
February 12, expect a two-week-long celebration
centered around symbolic food, family, and fun.
With the Year of the Ox almost upon us, bring both
luck and sales to your produce aisles with these
category drivers…
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Long Beans

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

Chinese Eggplant

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

Buddha’s Hand

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

Napa Cabbage

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

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

Gai Lan |

Chinese Broccoli

Gai Lan’s distinct, sharp flavor and long, leafy
characteristics set this produce item apart from
more common varieties. Steamed, boiled, or stirfried, this vegetable is a great addition to
any dish.

Water Chestnut

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

Baby Bok Choy and
Shanghai Bok Choy

Shanghai Bok Choy is commonly found in
mainstream markets whereas Baby Bok Choy is
often found in Asian markets. With light green
stems, spoon-shaped leaves, and a milder flavor,
Shanghai Bok Choy is more popularly used in
restaurants and home cooking. Baby Bok Choy has
white, crunchy stems and dark, spinach-like leaves.
Due to its smaller size, Baby Bok Choy is preferred
by Asian consumers.
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Snow Peas

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

Daikon Radish

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

Ginger

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

Kumquats

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

Associated with wealth and abundance, table
grapes are another produce favorite that bring
good luck and prosperity. While grapes are great
gift options amongst close friends and family
members, they are often served as holy offerings in
Buddhist temples and family shrines. Plus, grapes
are a great snacking fruit and are easy to handle
and serve amidst a busy day of preparation and
greetings—a bonus for consumers that have a busy
schedule throughout the holiday.

Peaches

Peaches represent longevity and immortality. The
fuzzy stonefruit appears in several myths and
legends and is viewed as a lucky item to eat during
the New Year celebration. Great grilled, baked,
or on its own, one thing is for sure: you can’t go
wrong with a basketful of peaches.

Oranges

This category star is very popular during this
festive celebration because it looks like the
sun, often signified as an auspicious symbol of
abundance, wealth, good fortune, and happiness.
Perfect as a snack or incorporated in a variety
of dishes, oranges bring great flavor and health
benefits—and good luck!

More Auspicious
Offerings...

Produce items such as apples, pomegranates,
mandarins, lotus root, and spring onions are
easy to display, both in produce aisles and in
households. There are a lot of common fruits and
vegetables that have several crossover meanings
and symbolisms, many revolving around luck,
wealth, and happiness. Help shoppers welcome
2021 with a little bit of fresh produce luck, and we
as an industry will be prosperous together.

SOURCE | Information provided by AndNowUKnow and The Snack Asian Produce Contributors
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WTF

DO I DO WITH Limoneira® Oranges ?
{ what the fork }

C A R DA M O M O R A N G E S U G A R COO K I E S
INGREDIENTS
3 tbsp Limoneira orange zest
2 cups blanched almond flour
½ tsp baking soda
¼ cup real maple syrup
¼ cup melted coconut oil
1 tsp cardamom
½ tsp cinnamon
¼ tsp nutmeg
2 tsp canned coconut milk
¼ cup powdered sugar
®

Prep Time: 25 min
Cook Time: 10 min
Servings: 6

DIRECTIONS

1 Preheat oven to 350° F.
2 Add almond flour, orange zest, baking soda, and spices to a large bowl and whisk
together. Add coconut oil and maple syrup and stir until fully combined.

3 Roll into a ball and place in the fridge for 15 minutes.
4 Line a baking sheet, place the dough in the center, top with wax paper, and roll
until about ½ centimeter thick. Cut into squares or use a cookie cutter to make
preferred shapes.

5 Bake for 10 minutes.
6 While cookies bake, add canned coconut milk and powdered sugar to a small bowl
and whisk together to make icing.

7 Remove from oven. Once cooled, ice the cookies and enjoy!
To learn more about Limoneira, visit www.lemonsforlife.com
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VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY

By Chandler James

W

e all know that consumers are seeking out citrus for the
winter season, but how can buyers make sure the category
is front and center at retail? Citrus leaders have leveraged
their prowess this year to bring innovative merchandising
materials to market, and you won’t want to miss out on these
sales-driving opportunities. Take a look at what our industry
friends had to say about leveraging citrus merchandising to
elevate the produce aisle...
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VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY

Christina Ward,

Director of Global Brand Marketing,
Sunkist Growers

“Sunkist is celebrating the return of the sweet
and seedless Navel orange alongside the
20th anniversary of How the Grinch Stole
Christmas. This season, we created limitededition How the Grinch Stole Christmas 10 lb
cartons with matching secondary display bins
for our very own holiday classic, the Sunkist
Navel orange. The bright iconic graphics are
great for displays, and the cartons are easily
stackable. The citrus category grew by 20
percent as consumers prioritized their health
and wellness when shopping for foods. Sunkist
offers customizable, data-driven merchandising
programs that open up promotional opportunities for
retailers to educate shoppers on vitamin C importance,
centered on healthy habits and major milestones.”

April Flowers,

Marketing Director, Lone Star Citrus
“Many consumers might associate citrus
with summertime, but some of the best
citrus is available in the winter months,
and our Texas grapefruit is no exception.
The bright, sunny graphics on our bin
work to inspire impulse purchases by
offering customers a touch of sunshine
during the sometimes dreary winter
months. By showcasing the deep red
inside of the fruit and emphasizing our
Texas origins, the bin also draws in loyal
Texas grapefruit fans who already know
exactly what they want.”

John Chamberlain,

Vice President of Marketing, Limoneira®

“Research from the National Institute of Health has
shown that plant compounds in lemons known
as Hesperidin and Diosmin have a number of
health benefits, including the potential to lower
cholesterol, mitigate against diabetes, and even
the potential to prevent cancer.
Limoneira’s new Nature’s Pharmacy™ app helps the
retailer and the consumer out by listing 57 health
concerns or desired outcomes and cross tabulates
74 fruits and vegetables that contain 12 essential
vitamins and 11 essential minerals. Shoppers select
a concern or outcome, and the app generates
foods in the produce aisle that can help them
achieve their health goals. Nature’s Pharmacy and
Take a Healthy Stand™ have delicious recipes and
fun merchandising to help shoppers get healthy
and retailers to drive sales.”
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VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY

Luke Sears,

President and Founder, LGS Specialty Sales
“Our 5 lb boxes are a great way to
display the Darling Clementine® brand
during the holiday season. Not only
can you place the pallet directly on
the store floor without having to
use bins, but the boxes make for a
large display to attract shoppers.
The netting we use to package the
clementines also allows consumers
to have a visual of the fruit before
purchasing.”

Monique Bienvenue,

Director of Communications, Bee Sweet Citrus

“Current trends show that consumers are
gravitating toward bagged citrus to accommodate
their needs for fresh, reputable produce.
Showcasing aesthetically pleasing grab-and-go
snack options, such as Bee Sweet Citrus mandarins,
in eye-catching display bins is an easy way to grab
the attention of shoppers, all while building brand
awareness.”

Rick Johnston,

Vice President of Sales and
Marketing, AC Foods

“We work with our retailers to
ensure that citrus is merchandised
in a prominent way. This is
especially important for our
Sumo Citrus® brand so that it
can stand out among the sea
of orange. We encourage our
retailers to utilize our eye-catching
purple boxes to build out large
displays outside of the typical
citrus footprint. This season, we are
creating a retailer education app so
our partners can be as engaged and excited about Sumo
Citrus as we are. They are our biggest asset, from building
out displays to helping us educate consumers in-store with
their firsthand experience.”
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TRUE TO TASTE

Libations

FOR ALL OCCASIONS:

APPLE AND PEAR
SNOW DROP
By Jenna Plasterer

T

he arrival of winter here in the Northern Hemisphere
elicits the desire in me to curl up by the fire, drape
myself in the warmth of a fuzzy blanket, and indulge
in a hot beverage. Although these are the things that
make winter my favorite season, the crispness in the
air and chill that permeates draw me in, inspiring me
to embrace the invigorating feeling that a winter wind
instills.

After a long day hitting the slopes or enjoying a few
laps around the ice skating rink, I long for a drink that
refreshes my spirit, just as Mother Nature and her cool
touch do. When the feeling strikes, I reach for something
I like to call an Apple and Pear Snow Drop—a concoction
that incorporates the signature flavors of the season with
a fizz that mimics the tingle of an icy breeze.

INGREDIENTS
apple and pear infused vodka

1 qt vodka
1 apple, peeled and sliced
1 pear, peeled and sliced
2 cinnamon sticks
1 vanilla bean, split open
lengthwise
1–2 star anise seeds
(optional)
Note: 6–8 days to infuse

Time: 5 min
Servings: 6–8
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Whether in search of an après-ski refresher or a holiday
party pleaser, this infused apéritif might just be exactly
what you’re looking for. So grab your shaker, get to
mixing, and spend the rest of your evening watching the
winter night drift by while you warm by the fire.

DIRECTIONS
1.

Add ingredients for the apple and pear infused
vodka to a large glass jar or pitcher. Pour vodka
over top, stir, and seal. Let sit on a cool, dark
countertop for 3–4 days.

2.

After this time, remove cinnamon and vanilla
bean, then seal again and infuse for another
3–4 days.

3.

Strain the vodka through a fine-mesh sieve
or cheesecloth multiple times to remove as
much apple/pear residue as possible. Then,
return to a clean glass jar, seal, and store in the
refrigerator.

4.

Add all ingredients except ginger beer to a
cocktail shaker filled with ice. Shake vigorously
for about 10–15 seconds.

5.

Pour into a cocktail glass with a large ice cube
and top off with ginger beer.

cocktail

2 oz pear and apple infused
vodka (recipe above) or
favorite flavored vodka
3 oz pear juice
1 oz pomegranate juice
½ oz maple syrup or honey
½ oz fresh lemon juice
Ginger beer, as needed
Ice

The sweet notes of apple and pear work in harmony to
undercut thebitter tones of vodka, while pomegranate
juice and lemon come together to add a tart zip to
the cocktail. Ginger beer brings an effervescent finish,
tickling the nose just as frosty air does. Topping off the
Snow Drop is a cinnamon stick or anise seed garnish,
contributing a subtle taste of traditional holiday baking
spices. If creating my own infused vodka for this lovely
libation, I set aside a few days for the process. If not,
substituting a flavored vodka is just as delicious and
saves on time.

Optional: Garnish with fresh apple and pear
slices, a cinnamon stick, anise seeds, or all of
the above.
Source: www.crowdedkitchen.com/pear-vodka-cocktail

TRUE TO TASTE

Photography by Carlos Palacio
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Mastronardi Produce®

By Melissa De Leon Chavez

64

M

other Earth is a free
and untempered
spirit, always dancing
just out of reach,
smiling impishly at
any illusions of control we think we
might have in her domain. But, there
are those that seek to raise walls of
glass within her realm, and inside
reigns her even wilder sibling: The
Queen of Greens.
Few categories know nature’s wrath
like that of leafy greens. Fewer still
have the resources and the track
record to map the dance steps
to maneuver around that wrath.
Mastronardi Produce® stands among
those few, having brought a radical
touch to tomatoes, peppers, berries,
and, now, leafy greens.

The new Queen of Greens, a symbol
the company sings as the wild sister
to Mother Earth, extends control
of the entire supply chain and
security back to the grower, buyer,
and, finally, the consumer, creating
new rhythms and patterns beyond
the challenges of seasons passed.
Julia Shreve, Director of Brand and
Innovation, takes a spin with me.

Q1

Melissa De Leon
Chavez

MDC: Julia, this is an
interesting turn of events
for Mastronardi Produce. What is
the vision behind the new Queen
of Greens line? Can you tell me
what demand or need in the market
Mastronardi is responding to with
this latest launch?

as greenhouse pioneers, and I
think we built a lot of our success
on innovating and revolutionizing
categories. We did it with tomatoes.
Now, we’re doing it with berries. So,
looking at the lettuce category—a
category that needs some change—
it was a natural choice for us.

Julia Shreve,

Director of Brand and Innovation,
Mastronardi Produce®
JS: We know that there is a way
to grow lettuce that solves a lot of
frequent issues in food safety within
the category. So, the vision for
Queen of Greens is to revolutionize
lettuce and improve people’s
experience by delivering a better
product people can trust.
Lettuce is the largest category in
fresh produce, according to IRI
Unify™, but the reality is that people
are becoming more and more scared
to buy and eat lettuce. The category
has really suffered under disease
pressure for the last couple of years.
Our team started looking at some of
the issues and opportunities within
that category, and there are many
on both sides. We started talking to
consumers and learning about what
they’re looking for and what matters
the most to them, and then built a
product offering around what we
learned from all sides.

Q2

MDC: Would you say
Mastronardi Produce
had the confidence to
do this because of its experience
with similar moves throughout other
produce categories?
JS: I would—we are absolutely
leveraging our expertise in research
and development (R&D) and our
relationships with seed companies
to be able to find, trial, and deliver
the best varieties in the world. At
Mastronardi, we are well known

And that doesn’t go just for the
product, but for how it is presented.
There is a personality and a story to
each of our products and the line to
which they belong, and that story
continues with our Queen of Greens.

Q3

MDC: I love the queen’s
classic yet wild appearance,
which seems to further
tell her story. It holds some of the
Mastronardi flavor but stands out
as a different look all its own. Can
you share more on the packaging
concept and design and how
this ties the product offerings all
together?
JS: Well, you hit the nail on the
head when you called her “wild.”
As we unveiled when we launched
Queen of Greens, her story is how
our queen is the wild sister of
Mother Earth. That spirit inspired us
throughout the four SKUs: Spirited
Spring Mix, a beautiful blend of
colors, flavors, and shapes; Raging
Romaine, a blend of red and green
sweet baby romaine; Unruly Arugula,
a nice peppery, tender baby arugula;
and Fierce Mix, a spring mix with a
kick of arugula.

THESNACK.NET / 65

www.TrustTheQueen.com

Our very talented internal graphic
design team took that strategy and
built some really beautiful branding
and graphics that are both bold
and modern—really different from
anything that you see on the shelf,
from us or anyone else.

Q4

MDC: Speaking of the
shelf, can you let me in
a little bit more on how
the Queen of Greens program can
differentiate retailers and bring more
value to the consumer?
JS: So, one of the biggest
differences between what we
describe as our “high-tech lettuce”
and conventionally grown lettuce is
that high-tech lettuce is not grown
in soil. Right off the bat, you are
eliminating the risks related to soil
contamination. Secondly, with our
growing system, nobody is touching

“

We passionately
believe that there
is a better way
to grow leafy
greens and that
we are going to
be the ones to
drive the growth
and change the
category needs.
Julia Shreve,

Director of Brand and Innovation,
Mastronardi Produce®
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this lettuce from seeding to packing,
so again you’re really reducing
the risk related to contamination.
Thirdly, our growing systems use
significantly less land and water than
other forms of farming, so it’s a more
sustainable growing method while
allowing us to place greenhouses
much closer to communities we
serve, in some cases even right in
the communities we serve. In that
way, we’re reducing food miles while
delivering a product that is fresher
and has a better shelf-life.

Q5

MDC: The role of the
supplier, especially ones so
involved as Mastronardi, doesn’t end
with those miles. Can you tell me
what the team might be planning to
support retailers in integrating and
promoting the value and innovation
of the Queen of Greens line?

”

JS: Retailers should know that we
are going to be putting a lot of
attention and investment behind this
business. We passionately believe
that there is a better way to grow
leafy greens and that we are going
to be the ones to drive the growth
and change the category needs. And
if you want to see how for yourself,
our new items will be available
across major markets by the end of
this year.

S

iblings, though generally
born rivals, often
complement each other—a
yin and yang. Where one
follows the rules, the other bends
them. Likewise, solid and sturdy,
Mother Earth seems final and
unyielding, but fluid water finds
her way around and through what
passed as law to forge a new dance.
And no one makes new rules quite
like a queen.

WTF

DO I DO WITH

Nature’s Bounty
Organic Russet
Potatoes

?

{ what the fork }

P OTATO , P O B L A N O , A N D C H E E S E TA M A L E S
INGREDIENTS
40 corn husks
Salsa for topping
masa dough

4 cups masa harina (corn flour)
4 cups vegetable stock
1¼ cups vegetable shortening
2 tsp baking powder
2 tsp salt
filling

3 cups Nature’s Bounty Organic Russet
Potatoes, cut in ½ x 1½" strips
2 cups Oaxaca or mozzarella cheese,
cut in 1" strips
2 cups Olé Pacifica Poblano pepper
strips
Prep Time: 30 min
Cook Time: 1hr 30 min
Servings: 28–30

1

DIRECTIONS
Soak corn husks in hot water for at least an hour. Place a plate over them to weigh them
down so they are completely submerged.

2

Using a stand mixer, combine masa harina flour, stock, shortening, baking powder, and
salt. Mix on medium speed for 5 minutes. Masa should be smooth and not stick to hands.
To test, drop a 1" ball of masa in a cup of water. If the masa floats, it’s ready to be spread.

3

Remove corn husks from water and set on towels. Reserve largest husks to wrap tamales
and small ones to line the steamer. To wrap tamales, pull 24 pencil-thin strips off corn
husks and set aside.

4 Hold corn husk with tapered side away from you. Scoop ¼ cup of masa mixture on corn

husk and spread with a spoon, forming a square 3–4 inches across and leaving a 1-inch
border on the sides. Place 2–3 pieces of potato, cheese, and 3–4 Poblano pepper strips on
the dough. Fold one side of the corn husk over filling then fold the other side, overlapping.
Fold the tapered side up and tie with a corn husk strip to keep it from unfolding. Repeat
with remaining husks and masa.

5 Arrange tamales upright in a steamer. Fill with hot water right below the rack and steam

over medium-high heat. Cover top of tamales with a layer of remaining husks and then
cover with lid. Bring water to a boil and reduce heat to medium, adding water as needed.
Steam for 90 minutes, or when tested, corn husks should unwrap and masa separates
from dough easily.

6 Remove tamales from steamer. Let cool before serving. Top with your favorite salsa and
enjoy!

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

A Closer Look at
Dole Food Company
FreshTakes™ Salad Bowls
By Jordan Okumura

A

good partnership can be
found in the market, the
field, and in the salad bowl—
quite literally. When that winning
partnership also pairs as a delicious
combo of ingredients, then you—
dear suppliers—have stolen my pen.
And my wallet.
In the case of industry giant Dole
Food Company and its recently
launched DOLE® Cranberry &
Candied Walnut FreshTakes™ Salad
Bowl, a fresh and palate-pleasing
recipe is good for the health of the
nation and the retail pocketbook.
Now, more than ever, consumers
are turning their sights—and
their digital designs—to Dole for
leading-edge flavor combinations
and ways to make a time budget
that’s much more manageable.

The extended perk, as you can
see, is that the consumer does
not even need to tote around a
bowl. That may seem like a simple
feat, but when I am running out the
door, my desire is to use the one
hand I have free to grab my lunch
and go.
Beautifully arranged to show
its most prized ingredients, the
Cranberry & Candied Walnut
FreshTakes Salad Bowl brings
together DOLE® Spring Mix blend
lettuces and clean-label ingredients
that include feta cheese, dried
cranberries, candied walnuts,
flatbread strips, and DOLE’s own
Raspberry Vinaigrette Dressing.
I love that a superior eating
experience is only a shopping trip
away, and so will the consumer.
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VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY

T

he holiday season conjures up warm memories of
family togetherness and joy, but it can also bring to
mind the stress that comes with preparing the bountiful
feasts used to celebrate and create such wonderful
remembrances. That is why we have turned to some of our
industry experts to explain how value-added options at retail
are the gift that keeps on giving all winter long...
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C hris C arroll ,

VICE PRESIDENT OF SALES AND MARKETING,
COUNTRY SWEET PRODUCE
“Driven by the Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays,
sweet potatoes are in peak seasonal demand as we close
out 2020. Overall, the entire sweet potato category has
experienced amazing growth over the past 9–10 months
because of the increased demand related to the COVID-19
pandemic. Consumers have gravitated to our Bako Sweet®
3 lb mesh bags and both of our Steam Bags—14 oz and
24 oz—which are perfectly aligned for consumers seeking
added convenience and food safety. Additionally, with
the significant increases in home delivery and in-store
pick up, these value-added items are a natural fit for the
e-commerce shopper. To fuel additional sales growth, we’ve
recently updated our popular Bako Sweet display bins to
help drive incremental sales by giving retailers the ability
to feature our sweet potatoes in secondary displays. Sweet
potatoes remain an on-trend consumer staple because
they are packed with nutrients such as vitamin A and C,
Beta Carotene, fiber, and many more. One of the healthiest
complex carbs around, sweet potatoes sales show no sign of
slowing down as we approach 2021 and beyond.”

D iana M c C lean ,

SENIOR DIRECTOR OF MARKETING,
OCEAN MIST® FARMS
“Convenience is so important today as we juggle busy
schedules and the need to eat fresh to stay healthy! The
value-added vegetable category has experienced yearover-year growth since 2017, with 7.7 percent and 6 percent
change in both dollars and volume, respectively! Shelfready, value-added vegetable options make capitalizing
on this growth trend easy while offering in-demand fresh
veg drives revenue. One of my favorite, easy add-ins to our
Season & Steam microwaveable Brussels Sprouts Halves
is mac-n-cheese—a warm lunch or dinner dish for winter
that fills you up and sneaks in the fresh veggies, if sneaking
is needed. Simple, delicious, and nutritious…check, check,
and check!”

M egan J acobsen ,

VICE PRESIDENT OF SALES AND MARKETING,
GILLS ONIONS
“Our team believes that adding onions can enhance
the overall taste and flavor of any dish being enjoyed
at breakfast, lunch, or dinner. After all, onions are the
foundation for many recipes. The pandemic has turned
consumers into overnight chefs, seeing as many people are
working from home. Bland, non-nutritious, home meals are
no longer cutting it—people are experimenting more with
spice and healthy alternatives. Value-added fresh produce,
especially pre-diced onions like the program Gills Onions
offers within our retail lineup, makes cooking great-tasting
and nutritious meals at home more simple and stress-free.”
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R ick R usso ,

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT OF SALES AND
MARKETING, CHURCH BROTHERS FARMS
“When I hear value-added, I immediately think of
convenience. Convenience for meal planners, for meal
shoppers, for the busy parents scrambling to make
their family dinner. All of us at Church Brothers Farms
feel that, now more than ever, people are seeking the
easiest, quickest ways to put healthy and tasty food
on the table. That’s why we’re working hard to create
convenient value-added products, such as our line of
Church Brothers Farms Ready Sides™, so we can meet
the changing needs of today’s consumers.”

B ryan J aynes ,

DIRECTOR OF MARKETING AND PRODUCT
DEVELOPMENT, TAYLOR FARMS
“We have seen consumers moving back into retail during
the pandemic, with multiple segments benefitting—most
notably, organic salads and salad kits. On-the-go items, like
single-serve salads and snacks, were initially down, but are
now rebounding as well. Trips are down, but basket sizes
are up as at-home eating occasions have grown. Shoppers
continue to seek home-prepared and home-cooked meal
solutions that focus on health, taste, convenience, value, and
variety, and we have several new products that deliver on
those needs. On-shelf, as of October, are two new chopped
salads, Thai Chili Mango and Strawberry Rosé, along with
two new Vegetable Meal Kits, Lemon Pesto and Southwest.”

L ara G rossman ,

SALES AND MARKETING, IPPOLITO
INTERNATIONAL
“The value-added opportunity continues to evolve, and
the impact of COVID-19-inspired shopping behaviors
has amplified this growth. This past year saw an
increase in retail sales in the value-added vegetable
category. Not surprisingly, consumers have turned to
safe, healthful, convenient meals while sheltering in
place. Cautious consumers looking for items with less
human handling may have traded over to fully packaged
vegetables instead, and a disrupted supply chain caused
unpredictable product selection in many stores, leading
consumers to purchase something healthful rather than
go without. These factors contributed to an increase in
value-added sales.
An unintended consequence is that the consumer has
learned that they can have a reliable fresh-cut veg item,
and in many cases the value-added vegetable concept
can be delivered to their home (thank you, e-commerce).
The growth outlook in this segment looks very good as
new users continue to enjoy the category’s convenience.
While COVID’s impact may have been an unexpected
event, it has laid the groundwork for more and more
creative, value-added, at-home fresh solutions.”
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N elia A lamo ,

VICE PRESIDENT OF COMMUNICATIONS,
RENAISSANCE FOOD GROUP
“Fresh-cut and value-added produce will continue to
be in demand going into 2021. As we continue to move
through COVID-19 and its impact on how we eat, we can
see that consumers still place high value on the nutrition
and flavor that fresh produce provides. As IRI data shows,
the pandemic will have long-lasting effects on today’s
consumers. Currently, 49 percent of consumers are
challenged with meal ideas as they continue to prepare and
consume most meals in the home. Value-added, convenient,
and unique blends like our Chef Essentials line can offer
inspiration without all the prep time or food waste.”

N ichole T owell ,

SENIOR DIRECTOR OF MARKETING AND
PACKAGING PROCUREMENT, DUDA FARM
FRESH FOODS
“Over the past few months, we’ve seen a strong increase
in celery snack pack purchases, likely due to the fact that
consumers are looking for pre-packaged products as a
safety measure during the pandemic. Another factor that
plays a role in this increase is the back-to-school season.
Though most of the country is handling school from home
or is on a hybrid schedule, parents are still looking for
convenient, healthy snacks to feed their kids during
the day.”

B il G oldfield ,

DIRECTOR OF CORPORATE COMMUNICATIONS,
DOLE FOOD COMPANY
“Snacking is becoming the way Americans eat. We
are always on the go. With the holidays coming, the
danger of overindulging in unhealthy snacks is looming,
and this year, stress eating is even more of a concern
because of COVID-19. I think it’s safe to say that people
are looking for comfort and a return to the familiar
snacks and taste sensations they associate with this
time of year. In anticipation of this, we’ve been advising
party hosts to offer natural alternatives with less fat,
sugar, and sodium—whether they are simple hand-held
snacks, like fruit and vegetables with dipping sauces, or
the scores of party-worthy, plant-based snack dishes at
www.dole.com that are both delicious and satisfying.”
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Oppy

Green Lighting

Growth:
A Q&A With Karin Gardner, Executive Director of Marketing, Oppy
By Chandler James

P

erhaps my favorite
characterizations of the
color green surround health,
adventure, and hope—a
few things we could always use a
bit more of, especially as we enter
2021. The word “green” has its
own connotations, most famously
representing cash flow and Mother
Nature. It also bears a deep
connection to one of the produce
industry’s largest categories:
avocados. Or, in other words, green
gold.
Green has ambition, much the same
as our industry friends at Oppy.
Despite the year’s challenges, 2020
has been one of growth for the
company, with everything from
expansion to acquisitions propelling
its success. Closing out this dynamic
year, Oppy has announced an
exciting purchase to acquire a
65-percent stake in Eco Farms.
This landmark acquisition brings a
competitive edge to Oppy’s avocado
program, bolstering its already
robust operations and reimagining
Eco Farms’ iconic brand image. As
the recently announced partnership
continues to take shape, I sat down
with Karin Gardner, Executive
Director of Marketing at Oppy, to get
the inside scoop on this evergreen
opportunity.

Chandler James

This is a very exciting
Q1 CJ:
development in Oppy’s
avocado program! Why did the
company choose to make this
investment?

Karin Gardner,
Executive Director of
Marketing, Oppy
KG: Avocados have been one of the
fastest-growing categories in the
last decade, and it shows no signs
of letting up. Oppy felt that the time
had come to branch out and build
this key area of our business, and
Eco Farms is an absolute expert
in avocados. We have learned a
lot from the team and know they
are linked with some of the finest
growers in Mexico, Peru, Colombia,
and Chile, while also producing
in California. This is the first time
in recent memory that Oppy will
market California avocados through
an integrated partnership.

As you mentioned,
Q2 CJ:
the category as a whole is

continuing to grow, so how do you
expect this unique acquisition to
help put you ahead of the pack?
KG: Oppy’s presence is now on the
farm and will have access to Eco
Farms’ grower network in Mexico
and South America, in addition to
an ownership stake in 700 acres of
avocados in the Temecula, California,
area. We bring the technology
to drive avocados through the
supply chain efficiently, along with
marketing support that enhances
the value proposition for retailers,
which has been accelerated by Eco
Farms’ custom packing capabilities.
Together, we have about a dozen
strategically located ripening
facilities across North America. We
are structured as one strong, smart
team, motivated to make the Eco
Farms brand the avocados of choice.

It sounds like the
Q3 CJ:
two companies have

collaborated closely on this supply
chain strategy—how long has Oppy
partnered with Eco Farms and at
what capacity?
KG: Our parent company, Total
Produce PLC, has been invested
in Eco Farms since 2014, so our
relationship goes back several years.
Working closely with Total Produce,
we officially made the purchase in
April 2020 as part of a strategy to
further integrate Eco Farms into the
Total Produce Group, but decided to
wait to spread the news for several
months. Our agreement was signed
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“We bring the technology to
drive avocados through the
supply chain efficiently, along
with marketing support that
enhances the value proposition
for retailers...”
- Karin Gardner, Executive Director of Marketing, Oppy

just as the pandemic hit, and we felt
it was more prudent to wait until
later in the year to go live with the
news. We often wished we could
work through things in person over
a cup of coffee instead of by phone,
email, or Zoom, but we came to
an extremely exciting agreement
nonetheless.
Oppy’s and Eco Farms’ leaders
quickly gained a deeper and better
understanding of our respective
business models. We identified
exciting synergies and realized
that, together, we could develop a
strategy to bring forward a premium
avocado product and service
package that we believe is second
to none. The new Eco Farms brand
is live, and our avocado inventory is
now fully shared, so it’s all systems
go.
That being said, in what
Q4 CJ:
ways has Oppy helped to
elevate the Eco Farms brand?

KG: Symbolic of our combined
partnership, we are bringing
together a refreshed look and
feel for Eco Farms’ organic and
conventional avocado brands.
Initially, we considered other brand
names, but consumer testing
illustrated the very positive and
emphatic appeal of the name Eco
Farms. We’ve developed a new logo,
supported by the positioning line
Green is Good™. A cheeky nod to
good-for-you and good-tasting fruit,
Green is Good conveys our desire
to produce avocados in a manner
that is good for the planet, too. One

exciting example of this is a new Fair
Trade Certified™ avocado program
we’ll bring to market together in the
weeks ahead.
Oppy markets and
Q5 CJ:
supplies many categories

outside avocados. Do you predict
this partnership will lead to growth
across your entire portfolio?
KG: Eco Farms grows and packs a
wide range of organic citrus, from
Navels and Valencias to Tango
tangerines and Blood oranges. While
Oppy has been building a robust
import citrus program with fruit
from South Africa, Australia, Peru,
Chile, Morocco, Japan, South Korea,
China, and elsewhere over the years,
we will now be able to complement
these offerings with high-quality
fruit during the California season.

O

ppy is seeing green
in every sense of the
phrase—I could see the
color bursting through
each word Karin spoke. Which
characteristics do I associate with
the word now?
Strength.
Growth.
And progress.
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WTF

DO I DO WITH

Sweet King™ Vine
Ripe Tomatoes

?

{ what the fork }

C A P R E S E S A L A D W I T H S W E E T K I N G ™ TO M ATO E S
INGREDIENTS
3 Sweet King™ Tomatoes, sliced
16 oz fresh mozzarella cheese, sliced
1 cup balsamic vinegar
¼ cup honey
¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil
Ground black pepper, to taste
Fresh basil leaves
Salt, to taste
Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 10 min
Servings: 2

1

DIRECTIONS
To make the dressing, stir the balsamic vinegar and honey together in a saucepan
over high heat. After it comes to a boil, reduce the heat and let it simmer for about
10 minutes. Set it aside to cool.

2 Arrange the slices of Sweet King tomato and slices of mozzarella cheese on a serving
dish. Make sure to alternate between cheese and tomato.

3 Add in some fresh basil leaves (on top or in between).
4 Once arranged in the perfect pattern, sprinkle with salt and black pepper, to taste.
5 Drizzle over with the balsamic sauce and some olive oil.
6 Enjoy!
To learn more about Veg-Fresh Farms, visit www.vegfresh.com
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The Snack

Produce in
Holiday Traditions

MAD LIBS
Traditions are often handed down from
in these

[plural noun for heritage]

Here in the U.S., we

[verb for fill]

[noun for family]

to generation until the origin is forgotten. Caught up

are a number of customs involving

[verb for connect]

cranberries and popcorn, a leftover tradition of

garlands’ past, which often decorated the Christmas tree with

the

[plural noun for healthy food]

[noun, another word for Earth]

each

[noun, sound]

item to holiday

[noun based on belief]

[adjective, time of year]

fruits.

features prominently in holiday celebrations all around

. In China, long noodles

oranges symbolize fullness. Even apples are

In Spain, there holds a

.

stockings with oranges, a practice that goes back to Europe but whose

exact origins are still a mystery, and

The season’s fresh

[noun for uncanned]

[verb for represent]

[verb for trade]

longevity, but tangerines and

for good fortune.

to eat 12 grapes at midnight on New Year’s Eve—one for

of the clock—to help assure a good year to come. Spaniards brought another produce

[plural noun to mark an event]

by introducing radishes in Mexico.

Now known as Night of the Radishes, this annual event is dedicated to
create scenes competing for

[plural noun for reward]

’Tis the season not just for joy and

[verb for bestow]

[verb for slicing]

oversized radishes to

.

, but for traditions and

lending a new power to every fruit and vegetable in

[plural noun, location]

[noun for supernatural]

to take over,

around the world.

THESNACK.NET / 77

Fowler Packing
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ttitude is everything.
It can pour light into a
bleak outlook and turn a
battle on a dime. It can
empower the underdog
and dwarf the colossus.
“We like to be the underdogs. We
like to go against the giants—
that’s our rallying cry, and it was
amazing to see how our team
stepped up to any challenges we
faced. It’s all about attitude, and
we have that in spades,” Justin
Parnagian, Chief Executive Officer
of Fowler Packing, says of a longawaited debut.

“This dynamic was our key
motivation—these guys are
bigger than us, they have more
resources, but as in the David
versus Goliath scenario, we’re
not going to walk away without a
fight,” he shares with me.

Peelz™, an up-and-coming brand
with Fowler’s seven decades
of wisdom and the fresh eye
of a newcomer, broke onto the
competitive mandarin scene
where big players stood locked in
battle over household recognition.
But, Justin says he and the team
were far from intimidated—they
welcomed the opportunity to be
the David to these Goliaths.

Justin is a member of the
legacy that has led Fowler
through three generations
of farming, supporting some
of the companies that made
the mandarin game strongly
competitive. Brands have
overtaken varieties in the eyes
of consumers. Amid this, Justin
and his team saw a chance to
share some of the personality
overflowing within their offices
behind the scenes.

“

“It’s not about just being kidfriendly, or even millennialfriendly. We wanted to have an
edge that would encapsulate
everybody,” Justin begins as he
explains to me how the Peelz
brand solidified. “We wanted to

be conscious of how we could
serve all consumers, from the
lunchbox to the briefcase to
retirement.”
Like Fowler, the fruit it produces
needed to grow out of its limited
perceptions into a concept that
could bridge the gap between
the age groups being reached.
And, like any rebellious growth
spurt, this required some sass.
“We learned a lot from working
with larger brands as they
established themselves. Over
those years we grew and honed
our own skills, and when we
had our big debut, we took that
knowledge to combine it with
who we are. We’re a little edgier,
we have more fight to us,” Justin
tells me.
Justin’s and his team’s fighting
spirit are a necessity when
staring down the established
behemoths before them, without
so much as the slingshot David
held against his own fate.
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In addition to a strong attitude and a fighting
spirit, Fowler Packing is comprised of a network
of committed team members that proudly tout
the motto “Fowler for Life”

“I have to say the last 16 months
for the company have been quite
transformative. We’ve always
been in the background to a
certain degree, working behind
the scenes while others took the
spotlight,” he says. “When the
time came to define ourselves, we
had to chart our own course. That
led us to discover opportunities
that helped to figure out what our
path forward is.”
So, how does a company come
out with a strong, savvy brand
overnight? Not without a little
push. In this case, that momentum
came in the form of Director of
Marketing Kiah Ruvalcaba.
“Kiah was one of the first calls we
made to develop the program.
She gave us a sense of what
we wanted to do with our
brand, having an attitude and a
personality that’s unique to us,”
Justin shares. “We hit the ground
running and essentially hired a
crack-team of sales and marketing
people to hold down what we
already had from a production
and farming standpoint.”
In fact, Justin points out, a crucial
component of a compact but
impactful company like Fowler
is how integral every role is and
the commitment employees must
have to the team energy that fuels
the brand’s outlook.
“There’s a saying we have
internally: Fowler for life,” he
smiles. “That’s it in a nutshell. In
any department of the company,
you will find most are committed
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to Fowler for the long haul.
Getting everybody on the same
page, with the same mission,
goal, and passion, is essential. No
one pulls this off by themselves.
It’s only collectively that we will
be a success, which is why I think
our largest asset is our people.
That’s what I’m most proud of.”
“Fowler for life” does not appear
to be limited to the borders
of the company’s operations,
though. The leap of faith many
on the buy-side took when it
came time to launch the Peelz
brand illustrates a similar level
of loyalty resonating not just
with those who work for Fowler
Packing, but with it.
“We’ve been in business 70 years,
so we had strong relationships
with major retailers through our
involvement in table grapes and

treefruit. When the decision
was made, I was on a plane the
next day, with no brand and no
physical offering except the data
of our volume, to visit buyers. To
a lot of major retailers’ credit,
they took a leap to support
us.” Justin’s voice still holds the
gratitude of those initial deals
more than a year later. “It really
made me and my family feel
special that we received such
support. I don’t think that would
have been the case had we not
had the reputation that we’ve
had over the last 70 years.”
Looking ahead to now, it was a
chance well taken as Justin tells
me there is much on the horizon
for Fowler and the Peelz brand.
“Now, we are working to manage
the success we are achieving
without losing the momentum of

execution. We’re on a trajectory
to implementing some strategic
growth opportunities, and we’ll
continue to move forward in
that direction,” he says. “I think
we’ve always prided ourselves
on executing well, and how we
continue to do that as we expand
will define us against those with
more resources than we have.”
Attitude is a two-sided coin. It
can create a challenge just as it
can be the very tool that sees
you through that challenge. For
Fowler Packing, both are true and
necessary to achieve its victory
against the existing titans, and
the company has more than a few
stones in-hand.
“Throughout many large-scale
companies, every department
has its own objectives which
may or may not align with the
overall strategic goal. Everybody
is working in their silo, focused
on the individual. But what the
field does affects production,
which affects sales, which affects
production, which affects the

field,” Justin points out. “It is
important to me that all our
players understand the ultimate
vision, which necessitates
compromise. Because everyone
understands what we are
reaching for, we are all willing to
come together and sacrifice as
necessary to achieve as a whole.”
To sacrifice is to care—to be
invested and altruistic. When I
observe this, Justin nods.
“Fowler for life,” he reminds me,
to which we both smile. “And,
maintaining that communication
as we continue to scale up will be
the key to success.”
The key to victory against the
Goliath that stands before him.
As the story goes, those who
doubted and mocked the
underdog fell by the might of one
confident strike. After all, a fight
does not come down to size, but
to the strength of will.
To having just the right attitude.

As its newest strategies unfold, Fowler
Packing remains focused on a future of maximum
execution to make Peelz™ a fruit for every age

“

Over those years
we grew and
honed our own
skills, and when
we had our big
debut, we took
that knowledge
to combine it
with who we are.
We’re a little
edgier, we have
more fight to us.
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BY ANNE ALLEN

I

AM, FIRST AND FOREMOST,
A STUDENT.
A student of literature, a student of life, and now, a
student of the industry.

Ever since I was two years old, I carried books with me, mumbling
stories under my breath, incoherent to everyone except myself.
Even then, I hungered after the pull of a new story, of learning
how the intricacies of fact and tale intertwined to create
compelling narratives.
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“THESE PRODUCTS
TAKE SNACKING
TO A WHOLE
NEW LEVEL WITH
CAREFULLY SELECTED
INGREDIENTS
THAT PROVIDE NOT
ONLY THE BEST
COMBINATION OF
FLAVORS, BUT ALSO
HEALTH-BENEFICIAL
NUTRIENTS.”

CarrieAnn Arias,

Vice President of Marketing,
Naturipe Farms

Perhaps a bit lofty for a child, but I don’t
want to underestimate the power of
learning—especially within this industry.
“Student” carries with it a connotation
of pliability, of suppleness, as you
weave new knowledge into seasoned
understanding. To thrive in fresh
produce, one must always be a student.
The willingness to learn that compels
us toward discovery drives innovation,
expansion, and growth.
For Naturipe Farms, the grower has
been a student of consumer trends for
decades. This behavior has played into
an expansion strategy that penetrates the
snacking sector—a spot fresh produce
has long chased after.
“We introduced Naturipe Snacks™
a few years ago as we identified
consumers’ increased desire for
healthier, well-balanced, ready-to-eat
fresh snacks,” CarrieAnn Arias, the
produce powerhouse’s Vice President of
Marketing, shares with me.
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CarrieAnn Arias,

Vice President of Marketing,
Naturipe Farms
We’re charting the growth of the
company’s ever-expanding snacking
operation and how Naturipe nabbed the
chance to grow in a space that center
store has held in its grasp.
“This year, we rebranded Naturipe
Snacks to better align with our
corporate rebrand, and relaunched the
original snack line as Boost Bentos™.
Simultaneously, we introduced our
newest extension to the snack line, the
Bliss Bentos™, to expand the original
snacks line and deliver more options that
consumers are looking for,” CarrieAnn
notes.

Development for these products required
Naturipe to take its role as a student just
one step farther. When the situation
requires it, the student can become the
teacher and the produce department can
become the classroom.
“Now, more than ever before, consumers
are health-conscious and looking for
foods that will not only satisfy their
cravings, but also fuel their bodies
with immunity-boosting nutrients. We
believe this trend will continue to grow
as long as consumers have an increased
understanding of how the food they’re
consuming impacts their health,” she
expresses.

CarrieAnn continues with the idea that
consumers are looking for healthy
options that satiate them and that
they also feel good about eating.
“We will continue to see this
influence their purchasing
behavior and interest in
Naturipe Snacks,” she says
Staying ahead of consumer
buying behaviors positions
the berry behemoth to deliver
ideal programs to the buyside as more shoppers head
to the produce aisle for their
snacking needs.
“Retailers are loving the Bliss
Bentos, and the line extension
has been very well received,”
Steve Ware, Vice President
and General Manager of Value-Added
Fresh, comments. “We have continued to
roll out these indulgent, healthy snacks
with new retail partners and expand
into new markets since our July launch.
We’re even seeing a great demand from
unexpected outlets, such as convenience
stores, since these are a unique snack
offering of fresh produce that’s great for
those on the go.”

“AT NATURIPE, OUR PRIORITY IS TO
ALWAYS PROVIDE OUR CUSTOMERS
WITH WHAT THEY NEED AND WANT.”

Steve Ware,

CarrieAnn adds to Steve’s insight,
explaining why shoppers are driven to
add Naturipe’s products to their carts.
It’s a delicate blend of market strategy
and forward-thinking.
“Each of the Naturipe Snacks Bentos
come in four different flavors, combining
a variety of specialty ingredients with
fresh, high-quality fruits in a ready-toeat, portable container. For a heartier
snack with an added boost of protein,
the Boost Bentos offer a mix of cheeses,
nuts, and fresh fruit. On the sweeter side,
the Bliss Bentos put a healthy twist on an
indulgent snack with unique ingredients
such as lemon coconut granola and
chocolate-covered chickpeas, paired with
fresh fruit. These products take snacking
to a whole new level with carefully
selected ingredients that provide not only
the best combination of flavors, but also
health-beneficial nutrients,” she remarks.
As it continues investing in research
and development (R&D), Naturipe
advances the student ethos I outlined
in the beginning. It’s impossible to exist
successfully in an industry that shifts

Vice President and General Manager
of Value-Added Fresh,
Naturipe Farms

as often as ours without chasing after
innovations that are yet unheard of.
“At Naturipe, our priority is to always
provide our customers with what they
need and want,” Steve explains. “We’re
always listening to them and innovating
new products to better align with their
interests. We will continue to do this
so our consumers can always find what
they’re looking for, whether it is readyto-eat snacks or their favorite Naturipe
fresh berries that burst with flavor.”
Perhaps my favorite thing about being a
student of fresh produce is learning how
moments in one year influence the next.
Naturally, Naturipe—a driver of new
lines and expansion—did not disappoint.

“We are starting to see retailers design
and emphasize grab-and-go sections
for snacking in the produce set.
Traditionally, you may have seen a shelf
of apple-based value-added products, but
retailers are now focused on creating
sections that give consumers more
choices, which drives sales. We see this
continuing into the next year,” Steve
concludes.
Being a student has made me even more
appreciative of the work done by growers,
marketers, and suppliers of fresh produce.
We are never far off from hitting the
books, so to speak, putting our pen to
paper as we blend the successes of today
with the creativity of tomorrow.
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Stemilt

True

Bearing
By Jordan Okumura

We call him
Papa Pepperl.

It is our internal (and eternal) name of
distinction for the ace, aficionado, and
Washington treefruit authority who
has constantly kept us on our toes and
envisioned the horizon ahead.

curiosities and gimmicks. It influences
new definitions and galvanizes
movements.

Always collected, cool-headed, intuitive,
and ever-discerning, Roger Pepperl’s
keen eye for the rise and fall of the
industry tides is what has helped legends
such as Stemilt ride out the storms, catch
the trade winds, and set course around
the most fleeting of trends.

If you are lucky enough to get pulled
under Papa Pepperl’s wing, you can be
sure your true bearing will never lead
you astray, that your intention and vision
will align—that your path ahead will
be based on more than an inclination of
what is set in the stars. It will be at the
will of your own hand and those you
allow to guide you along the way.

With category captains like Roger at the
helm, marketing vision does not inspire

We are speaking of great leaders. And
Roger is undeniably one of them. As

Roger Pepperl has been a
trailblazer in the fresh produce
industry since day one
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“Roger has been our captain.
He has been in a constant race
toward better fruit, better brands,
and finding ways to tell the best
story to make our company live
up to its World Famous promise.”
Brianna Shales, Senior Marketing Manager, Stemilt

we wind down an unmatched year of
challenges and opportunities, Roger has
found his own due north at 2020’s end,
and that starts with the next course in an
unrivaled legacy and unending journey:
retirement.
This is where the bittersweet truly
unveils itself, but that is only for us to
contemplate. For Roger, he has a legacy
in place to keep his impact and advocacy
firmly anchored with us.
“Roger has been our captain. He has
been in a constant race toward better
fruit, better brands, and finding ways to
tell the best story to make our company
live up to its World Famous promise,”
Brianna Shales, Stemilt’s Senior
Marketing Manager, expresses, revealing
her deep gratitude for all he has done for
Stemilt.
Roger’s tenure at Stemilt is chock-full of
hallmarks, building consumer brands

like Lil Snappers® while also being
the brains and vision behind adding
mystique to Stemilt’s late-season, highaltitude cherries through A Half Mile
Closer to the Moon™. The tagline and
belief, “If you’re not first, you’re last,”
guides Stemilt’s marketing team and
perfectly describes the journey Roger
has taken the company on for the past 20
years.
“Roger is a force of nature and a natural
mentor. He built Stemilt’s marketing
department from the ground up, as only
our lead designer was here before him.
So, you can imagine how fast he had to
climb that ladder. His early days were
spent on the business-to-business side,
developing relationships with retailers,
building incredible merchandising
solutions for our programs, and making
sure Stemilt was known for who we are:
a place for quality where the customer
is an extension of our family,” Brianna
tells me. “Once that foundation was

established, Roger, naturally, expanded
his merchandising knowledge into
developing packaged and branded
solutions that would benefit both
retailers and the end consumer.”
But, before Roger set his sights on the
industry stalwart Stemilt, he, like so
many in our industry, had a very telling
origin story.
Roger worked in grocery stores in
high school as a first step into the fresh
produce space. He grew up in St. Joseph,
Michigan, and worked at two different
stores bagging groceries, stocking shelves,
and doing inventory, amongst his many
tasks. They took advantage of the energy
and strength of a high school kid, and
Roger loved it.
As his love for the retail space grew,
he took every hour they would give
him working holidays, weekends, and
evenings. Roger found he had a true

Left: Stemilt’s Marketing team has included
Brianna Shales, Landon Michaelson, Roger
Pepperl, and Nick Shamley
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Top: Brianna and Roger share their branding
vision with The Snack

knack for the industry. Here, fruits and
vegetables took on new meaning. They
developed into commerce and then
into a collective medium for health and
wellness.
Roger’s diligence and passion allowed
him to make enough to put himself
through college. With fresh produce
on the brain and in his sights, Roger
studied horticulture at Michigan State
University. As he shopped around postcollege, the grocery industry continued
to call his name with a desire that no
other industry could quite satiate. So,
the young Roger Pepperl set his sights
on Midwestern retail powerhouse
Meijer. He spent 21 years in a variety
of roles, starting there as an Assistant
Produce Manager at one of its busiest
stores and quickly moving up to Produce
Manager. Within two years, he moved
to the buying office, allowing him to
experience the unique and delicate
dynamic that accompanied supplier
relationships, tumultuous markets, and
Mother Nature’s comfort and wrath.
Step down the road two decades, and
Roger’s years as a Produce Buyer for
the major Midwestern chain put him
on the radar of the team at Stemilt.
Roger bought apples, pears, cherries,
and stonefruit—among many other
products—and was always angling for
quality and a win-win deal. He met
Stemilt Founder Tom Mathison through
these interactions, and Tom respected
him from their very first contact.
“Roger and my grandfather, Tom,
were kindred spirits. They both had
a tremendous respect for each other,
even before Roger joined Stemilt. They
both recognized the value of quality
and flavor,” President West Mathison
expresses.

Left: Joni and Roger Pepperl are diehard
Spartans loyalists
Top: Roger has a passion for animals, especially
his produce-inspired Apple

“Roger is a natural coach and has an
uncanny way of getting people to grasp
new ideas through his experiences and
the stories that go along with them. His
biggest asset, though, is his ability to
get down to your level.”
Brianna Shales

Below: Roger with his son, Alex
Right: Joni and Roger on their wedding day
in Michigan

The two parties revealed they had
more and more in common over the
years though Roger had no intention of
leaving his work as a buyer at first. But,
Stemilt’s persistence, Roger’s respect
for the Mathison family, and the idea of
building a marketing department from
the ground up into the powerhouse it is
today really appealed to his creativity
and entrepreneurial spirit.
“Tom gravitated to the assets that Roger
could bring to our Stemilt family. As
our Mathison family business evolved
from being a grower to a packer and
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“He knows the ticket to increased
produce consumption is not a
sea of sameness and has spent
the past 20 years making sure
Stemilt swims in its own ocean.”
West Mathison, President, Stemilt

message slipped my
mind and I forgot
to mention it to
Roger,” Joni shares,
pausing to recall all
the moving parts of
the whirlwind time.
“Kyle, who is known
for his persistence,
kept calling back,
and that’s when
Roger realized it
was a call that he
should take.”

Clockwise from left: The Mathison family including West, Kyle, Susan, Tate, and Robin

then to a marketer, Roger helped
Stemilt and the family understand the
challenges that retailers faced,” West
tells me, pointing to an invaluable asset
of Roger’s—he was a former retail buyer.
“While at Meijer, Roger had introduced
the catchweight bags on large cherries.
Basically, that meant putting the top
grade and largest size into a catchweight
bag. Originally, the catchweight was
more of a value item. Roger and Tom
captured the value and opportunities of
quality and convenience.”
For the Mathisons, Roger brought the
practical experience of running a store
and interacting as a buyer of produce
into the Stemilt mindset of problemsolving.
90 / DEC 2020

“Roger created a circle of influence where
everyone wanted his input, from harvest
parameters to packaging ideas and
grade—all in addition to his marketing
role,” West adds.
But, before this major turning of the
tides toward Stemilt, Roger weighed the
future as well as he could and decided to
make the jump. His wife, Joni, reflected
on the decision to move west and join
the company—as we see it, it was the
prevailing winds.
“Our family of three had just returned
to Michigan after a week away in
Florida, and I noticed a message on the
answering machine. It was from a guy
named Kyle Mathison at Stemilt. The

With so much at
play in their life
in Michigan, the
decision-making
process to move
was not an easy one.
Their son, Alex, was
13 and not thrilled
about leaving his
friends. Joni had
her own writing
business and didn’t
want to shake things up. But, the bottom
line was they didn’t want to deny Roger
a great opportunity with Stemilt.
“We chose chaos over guilt, and it worked
out very well,” Joni says, followed by a
laugh. “It has been such an amazing
journey for us all since then.”
Over the course of his tenure, more than
just Roger’s personal and family life has
evolved and thrived. So have those lives
of his professional family at Stemilt and
beyond—all due to the immeasurable
and limitless impact that Roger has had
on those around him.
“Roger is a natural coach and has an
uncanny way of getting people to grasp

new ideas through his experiences and
the stories that go along with them. His
biggest asset, though, is his ability to get
down to your level,” Brianna says, taking
her time to get the words just right. “He
has never been one to boast about his
own accomplishments, but always takes
the time to teach. His infamous ‘Monday
morning quarterback’ lessons and
reminders to ‘be first or be last’ will stick
with me forever.”
One of the many beautiful aspects of
Roger’s journey is that it has allowed
him to be a passionate advocate for the
industry as he understands it, and he
can speak skillfully to the two audiences
Stemilt touches the most: the grower and
the end consumer.
“Roger can see the frontlines of the
supply chain when he innovates an
idea. He can envision it and he cares
about the impact on the teams in the
field, the person packing the fruit, the
merchandiser, the parents, the produce
clerk, and minds of the consumers,” West

says. Another rare element of our Papa
Pepperl.

simply changing the terms of navigation
ahead.

Roger understands that the two
groups—and all those in between—are
interconnected, even though it may not
seem that way to many.

Playing with his new granddaughter,
Madison, as well as exploring, hiking,
gardening, and creating—always
creating—these are the terms of the new
deal and the course of the map ahead.
Plus, as those closest to the competitive
marketing and sales maven share, there
will certainly be lots of Michigan State
football and basketball games enjoyed.
And treefruit, still and always—all the
apples, cherries, pears, peaches, and
nectarines that one man can fathom.

“Building value for the grower ultimately
benefits the consumer. A cornerstone of
building value has been Roger’s focus
on building successful brands. Roger
really inspired and created traction
around high-graphic pouch bags and
the creation of the Lil Snappers brand.
His early adoption went to scale rapidly
and Lil Snappers became so popular
that we started to sub-license with other
producers,” West notes. “He knows the
ticket to increased produce consumption
is not a sea of sameness and has spent the
past 20 years making sure Stemilt swims
in its own ocean.”
With so much covered and so much sea
yet to explore, Roger is far from halting
his ongoing exploration. Now, he is

For an individual who is always
continuing to learn new things, it would
be impossible to imagine a dull moment
in this industry veteran’s life, charted or
left to the winds. As the tides change and
we navigate through unknown waters
here in the fresh produce industry, Roger
is gifting us a legacy and a path to follow.
He is, after all, like the comfort of the
North Star—and our compass rose.

Clockwise from left: The Sales and Marketing team with Nick, Landon, Roger, Katie Harmon, and Brianna
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TRUE TO TASTE
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Cooking

TRUE TO TASTE

Unconventionally
by Lilian Diep

G

rowing up in a family that
cooks every day, I’ve come
to learn that there really is no
limit on what you can do to
food. Innovations these days come
in the form of creating something
new from something tried and true.
A tweak here, an alteration there, a
personal flair throughout, and a new
dish is born. And that’s where the
beauty lies.
During this dynamic time, I’ve
noticed that consumers are getting
more experimental in their kitchens.
Due to high demand, shoppers
need to get creative when it comes
time to cook with unfamiliar or
uncommon produce. Retailers are
right there to offer alternatives and
substitutes to help fill the ingredients
gap while also pointing interested
shoppers to new experiences. As
more consumers experiment, new
favorites are formed.
Suppliers and growers have caught
onto this trend, and the industry
saw a rise in niche products, such
as dragon fruit, microgreens, and
watermelon radishes. With more
consumers cooking from home, a
plethora of new and unique recipes
have popped up all over social

media. This new and open mindset
has allowed different varieties to
come forth as ready options on
consumers’ radar. Need onions?
Try a leek instead. Looking for
spaghetti? Spaghetti squash is both
fun to make and healthy to eat in
any pasta dish.
In my opinion, we can all learn to
cook unconventionally. How else
are new dishes born? If it weren’t
for creators thinking outside of the
box, we wouldn’t know of avocado
ice cream, sweet potato hummus,
or cauliflower pizza. There is no
limit to how new creations are
formed because each dish is an
embodiment of the creator. Retailers
and foodservice operators can be
the sous-chefs and mentors to these
culinary discoveries.
We are living in a special time where
unconventional is worth exploring,
and consumers are doing just
that. By adding something simple
like dates or combining polarizing
ingredients like pumpkin spice and
mac and cheese, chefs—professional
or at-home—can create something
new and flavorful. For when it comes
to cooking, the possibilities are
endless.
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WTF

DO I DO WITH

LIV Organic
Butternut Squash
and Potato Soup

{ what the fork }

L I V O R G A N I C P R O D U C E B U T T E R N U T S Q UA S H A N D P OTATO S O U P
INGREDIENTS
1 medium LIV Organic Produce
butternut squash
2 large LIV Organic Produce yellow
potatoes, sliced
1 medium LIV Organic Produce yellow
onion, chopped
2 tbsp butter
3 cloves garlic, minced
3 cups vegetable stock
½ tsp paprika
1 small bay leaf
¼ cup heavy cream
½ cup mild Cheddar cheese
Salt and pepper, to taste
toppings

Sour cream, diced chives, candied
walnuts, croutons

Prep Time: 30 min
Cook Time: 60 min
Servings: 4
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DIRECTIONS

1 Heat and melt butter in a medium-sized pot over medium heat.
2 Peel squash and remove the seeds and the membrane. Chop it into small cubes.
3 Add chopped onion to the pot and sauté until transparent. Add potatoes, minced
garlic, and butternut squash cubes.

4 Add paprika, bay leaf, salt, and pepper, and sauté for 10 minutes, stirring
occasionally.

5 Add just enough vegetable stock to cover the vegetables. Cook until vegetables are
fully cooked and tender, about 20 minutes.

6 Take out the bay leaf and discard.
7 Slowly transfer content of the pot into a food processor. Blend well and return to
the pot. Add the heavy cream and cheese, and stir until cheese is melted.

8 Serve with a dollop of sour cream, chives, walnuts, and
croutons. Enjoy warm!

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