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from companies or people when I ask about their personal 
lives or stories—those elements which they feel are on the 
periphery of produce. When I ask them what they like to 
do when they step away from their desks or when they play 
with their children, there is that unmistakable pause—and 
I see the divide at work. I understand this, that imperfect 

work-life-balance attempt to separate church and 
state. In my mind, the truly wonderful way 

to honor what we do at work is to honor 
the magnitude of our personal lives as a 
testament to the drive and passion we 
bring to our everyday, and vice versa. 

So, like a metaphor or image we slide into 
a sentence or a story to reveal a sentiment 

that basic language cannot communicate 
on its own, our personal stories—the ones 

that we think are so separate from professional 
relevance—are actually the ones that might reveal 

the most about our produce stories. They are what makes 
each of you—us—special, unique, and individual. They 
are the moments that give products and logos and values a 
face and a voice. 

One thing I have learned about this industry is that there is 
a layering effect we must respect. That a foundation must 
be laid, that trust happens, at times, in small increments. 
So, please let these stories we share with you show you our 
care and attentiveness; our sensitivity to your truths. I have 
witnessed vulnerability become strength in these recent 
years, and resilience become an art form. Our industry is 
born to adapt, and those stories are my favorite to write. 

And if I am hearing you, our treasured readers, correctly—
they are the ones that you love to read.

2005 Capitol Ave., Sacramento CA 95811

EDITOR’S LETTER

o much about this business is 
indescribable. Our inability to find 
the exact language, that sentence that 
coalesces an emotion into its verbal 
expression—this is why we have 
metaphors. But we try, time and time 
again, to build a bridge between the 

indescribable and the perceptible.

This leads to an even bigger discussion we 
have on our team. How do we make a 
story unique to the company or person we 
are writing about? How do we find that 
indescribable focal point and synthesize it 
with language? Our goal is not to produce 
or manufacture connection, but to find 
the source of a narrative thread and tug on 
it. Pull it into existence and then weave that 
thread—that company, the individual’s journey, a 
time and place—through the center of the page and then 
out toward the reader. 

I believe this is done best when the most human elements 
in us, as writers and as subjects of such a story, are allowed 
to come to the surface and find a home on the page. At 
times, metaphors bridge that connection—pun intended. 
But, I also liken the personal and the intimate parts in 
each of us to that rare gem in which we can almost decode 
the story of a life as a whole.

Confused? I get it. Here is an example. You cannot truly 
know me or understand me without knowing that I am a 
swimmer. I cannot remember taking a lesson, even though 
it happened, and I cannot remember my first plunge into 
the water, even though I probably choked with a fury. But 
to know that I once competed at a young age, stretched 
my existence into water, changed the way the body moves, 
is to know where I feel most comfortable, where I feel safe, 
both floating and flying, and what fuels me. This is why I 
stay close to water. 

I believe that who we are when we wake up in the 
morning, when we wrap our arms around our loved ones, 
when we carry on a family ritual, when we run that extra 
mile at sunrise, or sand down the edges of a chair we have 
built from scratch…matters to the stories we tell here. I 
often get anywhere between a mild and strong resistance 

DID YOU KNOW?
All issues of The Snack Magazine are 100 percent recyclable. Only AQ 

coatings are used as opposed to laminates, allowing our magazine to be 
reused as fresh paper in its next life. The protective bag is also accepted 
by bag recycling centers. Please find the nearest available location if you 

wish to recycle this issue’s bag. Keep it green!
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60 YRS!
The Bobalu passion of Grandpa Jones is still thriving 

60 years later on the very ranch where he was born. 

Over time, our farming community has continued to 

grow through efforts that include the addition of 

organic strawberries and increased sustainability. 

Our zero waste focus ensures that every last berry is 

put to good use. That is the Bobalu promise.

CS 

BOBALUBERRIES.COM
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1 Pure Flavor® Solara™ Mini Melon
2 cups yogurt, flavor of your choice 
1 cup granola
6 strawberries
1 tbsp chia seeds

Prep Time: 15 min
Servings: 2

1  Cut the melon in half and scoop out the seeds. Using a melon baller or spoon, scoop 
out the flesh, dice the melon, and set the melon bowls aside. 

2 Divide the yogurt, diced melon, granola, strawberries, and chia seeds into each 
melon bowl for serving. Garnish as desired.

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

GRANOLA MELON BOWLS

Pure Flavor® Solara™ 
Mini Melons

THE SHACK

The sky’s the limit. This is more than just an adage for this buy-
side aficionado: it’s a state of mind. Julie Olivarria always wanted 
to make a difference in her career, and she solidified this mindset 

and her fresh path through the produce plate. Hungry for more, the Vice 
President of Produce likens herself to an apex predator of the seas, whose 
appetite for innovation and business acumen knows no bounds. But, 
before I spoil it for you, why don’t you take a look at Julie’s list of IFs…

» The IF List «

Julie Olivarria

 IF you had to choose now, what would 
your last meal consist of? 
A perfectly cooked steak, mashed potatoes, a 
glass of a big, bold cabernet, and a decadent 
chocolate dessert.

 IF you could imagine yourself in a 
different industry, what would it be? 
Before I started in the produce industry, I was 
going to become a nurse.

 IF you could have dinner with anyone, 
dead or alive, who would it be? 
Definitely my mom. I lost her to early-onset 
Alzheimer’s 10 years ago, and she was 
way too young. There are so many 
things I wish I could tell her.

 IF you were stranded on a 
desert island, what three 
items would you bring? 
My dog Chester, some 
great books, and an 
endless supply of  
good wine.

 IF you were another species in 
the animal kingdom, what would  
you be? 
A great white shark. Who wouldn’t want 
to be at the top of the food chain with 
no known predators?

 IF you wrote an autobiography, 
what would be the title? 
Not Sure How I Got Here.

 IF you had to 
wear the same 
thing every day, 
what items of 
clothing would 
you pick? 
Black pants and a 
sweater! I wear that 
almost every day 
now. My kids tease 
that it’s my uniform.

Vice President of Produce, Sysco

With Anne Allen

 IF you could make everyone watch a 
movie of your choosing, which movie 
would you want them to see? 
The Shack. I read the book years ago, and it 
moved me. Movies are never quite as good as 
books, but it is worth the watch.

 IF you could re-experience an awesome 
day in your life, which day would you 
choose and why? 
My daughter’s wedding. It was such a fun and 
beautiful day that went by way too fast.

 IF you had $10 million that you 
had to donate to someone else, who 

would you choose and why? 
St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital. I 

think the work they do is 
incredible.

 IF you had a 
superpower, what 

would you want 
it to be? 
Flight. It would 

be amazing to get 
anywhere I wanted to 
go quickly.

 IF you could give 
your younger self 
one piece of advice, 

what would it be? 
Never give up and aim 

high. There is nothing you 
can’t do.

20 / JUNE 2022 THESNACK.NET / 21

FRESH FOLK



22

A Q&A WITH BRENDA THOMAS, 
PRESIDENT, ORCHARD VIEW CHERRIES

BY MELISSA DE LEON CHAVEZ

CHERRY ON.
 
Though intended as a sign-off, it felt 
like the first words Brenda Thomas ever 
spoke to me. There is a way in which 
life mantras and mottos, once found and 
believed in, ring at a higher frequency 
that reverberates beyond speaking to 
true understanding.

I felt, in that small phrase, that I 
understood some part of Brenda, though 
we had never met and not yet spoken 
beyond that first email. 

This woman lives cherries.

President of Orchard View Cherries, 
Brenda partook in a forum with exclusive 
marketing partner Oppy last year within 
its Wilo group—Women in Leadership 
at Oppy. Her story, like her motto, sent 
out a frequency that had everyone 
buzzing as she detailed the   winding 
loop of how she was born in—and then 
brought back—to produce. Revealing 
crucial and intriguing checkpoints 
along the way, she shares with me a 
very individual scope and style that has 
allowed her to lead the family-owned 
operation through its next great steps. 

So, get cozy, and cherry on.

wide leap from the family business, 
yet you tie the two together 
beautifully. How, then, did you find 
your way back to fresh produce?

BT: Orchard View was going through 
succession planning, and it seemed like 
a challenge I wanted to take on. Being 
a veterinarian, you are trained to have 
empathy and compassion, mixed with 

hard discussions about topics like 
finance, as well as having to rapidly 
problem-solve and take accountability 
minute-to-minute on those decisions. I 
knew I could bring those skills over to 
our cherry business.

I also learned that, in having pets as 
patients, I was also taking care of the 
people who brought them in. Similarly, 
you are not just taking care of what is 
right in front of you in fresh produce. 
You are taking care of everything that 
goes into it and everything that follows.

Another commonality is that stress 
management was, and is, something I 
have to know and practice, especially 
working with cherries every day. As 
the leader of the company, especially, 
I can’t expect others not to be too 
stressed if I appear too stressed. 
Others look to you for that path  
to follow.

Now, this is my 15th season of 
being back on the farm I grew 
up on. Cherries 
have to be 
in your 
blood, and 
it certainly 
is that way 
for me.

MELISSA 
DE LEON 
CHAVEZ: 
Brenda, as a 
member of the 
founding family 

and now the 
company’s leader, 

what in your mind 
makes Orchard View unique in the 
produce industry?

BRENDA 
THOMAS, 
PRESIDENT, 
ORCHARD VIEW 
CHERRIES: We are 
a 100-percent cherry-
focused company. That is 
all we grow, pack, and pick. 
It is our full-time focus and 
passion, without any distractions. 

We are so fortunate to live in the unique 
environment of Oregon’s Columbia 
River Gorge, which provides the perfect 
microclimate for cherries. While there 
are a lot of highs and lows with such 
a challenging item, we focus on the 
highs and are, at every moment, either 
completely immersed in the current crop 
or getting ready for the next one. 

We never lose sight of our goal: to raise 
delicious cherries for the world to enjoy.

MDC: Definitely a great goal to 
maintain focus toward. Speaking 
of uniqueness, I hear your career 
path is a particularly individual one. 
Can you tell me a bit about your 
unconventional road from produce?

BT: We are a fourth-generation 
family-owned operation, and I am 
the oldest grandchild. We were all 

encouraged to find other careers 
before deciding to be a part of 

the family business, however. 
So, I was a veterinarian for  
20 years. 

I loved it, and, 
interestingly, the two 

vocations are similar in 
that you are diagnosing and 

treating a patient who can’t 
speak. Trees are very similar to 

animals in that respect.

MDC: Oh, wow! It’s certainly a 

We were all encouraged 
to find other careers before 
deciding to be a part of the 
family business, however. So, I 
was a veterinarian for 20 years.”
 

BRENDA THOMAS, 
PRESIDENT, ORCHARD VIEW CHERRIES
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MDC: It sounds like it. In the time 
we’ve been speaking, Brenda, I hear 
you returning consistently to the 
family feeling and great treatment 
of people. How does Orchard View 
live this value and where does it 
stem from?

BT: There is a lot of trust involved in 
the cherry business, and it is easy to get 
caught up in the stress I spoke of earlier. I 
love being here every day because of who 
I work with. Those connections are what 
bring me to Orchard View each day. 

It takes a family to be cherry-focused 
with the highs and lows of such a fruit, so 
we are a very tight-knit team and value 
people deeply here. This is a people 
business. We encourage and provide 
opportunities for employees to grow and 
move up in the company and count on 
repeat employees to come back to help 
us harvest every season. 

A lot of our workforce comes with their 
families to participate with us, so we not 
only provide housing for their comfort 
but we have play structures at our 
facilities for the kids to ensure crews are 
supported. We integrate H2-A into our 
existing workforce because we are all 
one team, focused on our group goal of 
raising delicious cherries.

MDC: That formula certainly 
seems to have held, because I hear 
there is also a big anniversary 
coming up for Orchard View. What 
does that mean for your family-
owned company?

BT: You are right. In 2023, we 
will be celebrating 100 years! We are 
preparing for the celebration with a 
lot of big plans in the works—it’s a 
really exciting and pivotal point in our 
business. We are very proud of our 
family and our employees, as everyone 
has been so supportive of us and 
helped get the company here. 

It means something monumental 
that we have a part of the orchard 
that has been around since the 
beginning—they may not be the 
same trees, but it’s the same soil my 
great-grandparents first planted. I 
love having that connection, and 
I love growing a crop that is a 
treat people buy because it makes 
them happy. It brings excitement 
to share what we do, and I really 
enjoy growing a crop that sells itself 
through the excitement it generates 
and has now for almost a century.

MDC: Very well put, Brenda. I 
feel like the excitement for what’s 
to come is palpable, so what is on 
the horizon? What is a key takeaway 
buyers should understand as these 
pivotal moments fall into place?

BT: We always really appreciate how 
retailers get excited for cherry season. 
There is a cherry frenzy, and we love 
getting feedback from them. We look 
forward to continuing that tradition 
and, because of that, retailers are always 
invited to come experience the farm with 
us. It is always a positive experience that 
will not only benefit your knowledge as 
a buyer, but can impact how you feel 
about what you do. Connection does not 
just benefit the consumer. Buyers who 
have the opportunity and connect with 
the suppliers get much more out of the 
transaction. Nothing has taught us the 
importance of human connection like 
COVID over the past couple of years.

Even though cherries are in the grocery 
store for a short time, it takes a year 
of work every day to deliver delicious 
cherries. Although the harvest window 
is tight, it’s a year-round process as 
we consistently research and trial new 
varieties, trim and prune the trees to 
perfection, and teach and train the 
employees to improve our harvest and 
manage the crop in a timely, efficient, 
and generous way.

This is a high-stakes puzzle that we are 
constantly putting together in order to 
deliver a product that will sell itself  
once available.

When they get to the store, Orchard 
View cherries are a sure thing; 
everything leading up to the shelf being 
just as assured is a dynamic we must 
constantly strive to achieve.

With distinctive viewpoints and values 
that can only have come from her select 
background, Brenda leaves me with the 
perfect balance of optimism and realism. 
Her chosen path, while challenging, is still 
chosen every day, and done so with joy.

As she herself has said, this treefruit is in 
her blood in a way that makes me think 
Brenda and the team she leads are doing 
much more than cherrying on. 

They are cherry strong.

In 2023, we will 
be celebrating 
100 years! We 
are preparing 
for the 
celebration with 
a lot of big plans 
in the works—
it’s a really 
exciting and 
pivotal point in 
our business.”

tart crust

1 cup pecans
1 cup walnuts
10 dates, pitted
1 tsp vanilla extract
Pinch of salt

filling and garnish

1 cup Starr Ranch® Growers Cherries, 
pitted and halved

1½ tbsp Greek yogurt (per tart)
1 cup raspberries
Drizzle of honey
1–2 fresh sprigs of mint (per tart)
Lemon, for zest
Pomegranate arils, for garnish

Prep Time: 25 min
Chill Time: 10–15 min
Servings: 4

1 Begin by adding all tart crust ingredients to a blender or food processor and blend 
well until the mixture resembles thick, wet sand.

2 Remove from blender or food processor and mold into mini tart pans.

3 Place in refrigerator for 10–15 minutes to cool and harden.

4 Slice Starr Ranch Cherries and raspberries. Set aside in a bowl.

5 Remove mini tart pans from the refrigerator and add 1–2 dollops, around 1½ tbsp, 
of Greek yogurt into the center of the tart. Smooth with a spoon.

6 Top with lemon zest and add sliced cherries and raspberries on top of the yogurt.

7 Drizzle with honey and garnish with fresh mint and pomegranate arils. Enjoy!

To learn more about Starr Ranch Growers, visit www.starranch.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

GLUTEN-FREE NO-BAKE MINI CHERRY TARTS

Starr Ranch® 
Growers Cherries
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A bountiful United States Northwest cherry destination grants 
retailers a level of exclusivity—an element that holds an unspoken 
power over many shoppers. If you’re looking to drive foot traffic 
with a premium produce item, the treasured category holds the 
answers that you seek. These indulgent and lucrative offerings lay a 
clear path to an increase in impulse purchases and basket share. Not 
to mention, their seasonal availability will have consumers clamoring 
to see who can get their hands on them first. With the help of a 
few of our industry friends, I have no doubt you’ll soon be hearing 
register cha-chings almost as sweet as the cherries they provide...

By Peggy Packer
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“Cherries are one of the few seasonal items remaining in the produce 
department, representing 4 percent of total produce dollars from 
May through September. Every week matters during cherry season 
because of the premium they sell for and the impulsive nature of 
consumer purchases. It’s important for retailers to plan for the key 
cherry holidays, like Memorial Day for California cherries and Fourth 
of July for Washington cherries, yet stay fluid with their plans to 
take advantage of crop peaks whenever they arrive. Cherries should 
have ample and prominent display space all summer long and be 
merchandised on refrigerated tables whenever possible to ensure 
consumers pick them up and have the best eating experience. One 
awesome cherry experience leads to another, and that is how we 
collectively grow category sales and retail dollars.”

Brianna Shales,
MARKETING DIRECTOR, STEMILT

“CMI Orchards has the largest selection of specialty cherries! Along 
with our Nature’s Candy Sweet Red and Rainier cherries, we are 
proud to deliver exceptional cherry varieties, brands, and programs to 
create category excitement. Skylar Rae® cherries are crisp, juicy, and 
simply bursting with flavor. A unique PLU offers easy sales tracking 
and online activations. Our Strawberry cherries stand out with their 
unique, creamy pale flesh and light speckling—deliciously sweet with a 
hint of strawberry flavor. During the 2021 season, we launched our XXL 
cherries brand for those customers looking for exceptional size and 
sweetness. When we think cherries, we think sunshine, BBQs, beaches, 
and all things summer! Our American Dream cherry program offers a 
beautiful Fourth of July display opportunity, grabbing the attention 
of your shoppers while also supporting efforts to donate to local or 
national veteran charities. It’s a wholesome, feel-good program that 
retailers and consumers can really get behind! Cherry season is short 
and sweet, and CMI has all the tools you need for sales success.”

Danelle Huber,
MARKETING SPECIALIST, CMI ORCHARDS

“Nothing says ‘summer’ more than the arrival of cherries at the 
grocery store. As a defined seasonal item, cherries offer retailers a 
great opportunity to build excitement in their produce departments. 
The refrigerated space at the front of the produce department is an 
ideal placement for them. If retailers can gain a shopper’s attention 
the minute they walk in the door with a cherry display, which is 
typically a higher-priced produce item, they can capture that dollar 
early. Buyers, reach out to your shippers for tips and merchandising 
ideas because we know our product well, and we’re ready and willing 
to educate and help you do the best you can at the retail level.”

Mac Riggan,
DIRECTOR OF MARKETING, CHELAN FRESH

“We love the praise we get for our cherries every summer! Our 
family orchard produces the sweetest, largest, most flavorful 
cherries on the market. These premium cherries are a delicate 
fruit, and the way they make it from tree to customer is critical. 
Because our cherries are tree-ripened to peak perfection, the 
key is to handpick them, lock in the flavor with a cool water bath, 
and get them to your customers as cold and quickly as possible. 
Any interruption in the cold chain will create brown stems—and 
keeping the bags closed will preserve moisture!”

Kathryn Klein,
 CO-OWNER, HOOD RIVER CHERRY COMPANY

“Bourbon cherry pie, cherry Popsicles®, roasted cherries on a 
pork chop, fresh cherries poolside…cherries are the seasonal cue 
that summer is here. There is a magical culinary inspiration when 
working with something truly seasonal in the kitchen. Playing up 
the seasonality and inspirational quality of cherries is a great way to 
take advantage of one of these last seasonal produce items. Rainier 
cherries, the sweet gems of summer, merchandise well with bourbon 
and sweet vermouth for a Bourbon Cherry Smash, or next to tart 
crusts for a fresh mascarpone tart or cherry clafoutis. Dark Sweet 
Cherry Popsicles have been a long-time summer trend. Merchandise 
next to fun Popsicle molds, or use recipe cards to help inspire. If 
space is an issue, Superfresh Growers® has point-of-sale cards and 
recipe tear-off sheets available.”

Catherine Gipe-Stewart,
COMMUNICATIONS MANAGER, SUPERFRESH GROWERS®

“The cherry category demands a premium experience at retail, 
and Bravante Produce’s California cherry program is a perfect 
opportunity to offer that differentiation and excitement consumers 
love to see in the fresh produce department. We kicked off our 
California cherry program at the beginning of May with excellent, 
high-end fruit with great size and quality. We grow all of the fruit that 
we sell, which helps us ensure our retail partners only receive the 
highest-quality, premium fruit available.”

Steve Shearer,
SALES MANAGER, BRAVANTE PRODUCE

28 / JUNE 2022 THESNACK.NET / 29

VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY





2 cups frozen Gummyberries™ 
Grapes or red seedless grapes, plus a 
few fresh grapes for garnish

1 cup tequila blanco, or tequila of 
choice

¾ cup fresh lime juice
1 cup simple syrup, as needed
2 cups frozen watermelon
1 cup ice
2 slices jalapeño or Serrano 

chili, seeded (optional)
1 lime, cut into wedges for garnish

Prep Time: 5 min
Servings: 4–5

1  Wash fresh grapes and gently pat dry. Put off to the side.

2 Combine ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth. 

3 Divide between 4 glasses. Garnish with a wedge of lime and a few fresh grapes. 

4  Enjoy!

To learn more about Divine Flavor, visit www.divineflavor.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

GRAPE MARGARITA

Divine Flavor 
Gummyberries™

Recipe and photo credited to Pati Jinich

Heather Fuller
Vice President of Sales, Braga Fresh

What Your Role Is Really Like
“My job is a cross between an air traffic 
controller and a gold miner. I am always 
directing traffic—to avoid collisions, 
allocate people and resources where 
they are most needed, monitor progress, 
increase velocity, and problem solve. On 
the other hand, what I consider the best 
part is how I am constantly identifying 
and developing opportunities, customer 
relationships, and people.”

T
here are sources of inspiration to be found throughout this 
vast industry—and Heather Fuller is one of them. Braga 
Fresh’s Vice President of Sales is a passionate problem solver 

who never fails to put her people first. Leading with kindness 
and compassion, this industry genius takes a daring approach 
to uncover opportunities not only for herself, but the Braga 
Fresh team as a whole. Read on to see what guides the everyday 
decisions of this indelible exec…

A Mentor Mentored: Those Who 
Have Shaped Heather  
Tim York, Chief Executive Officer, 
California Leafy Greens Marketing 
Agreement

Todd Linsky, Principal and Owner, 
Todd Linsky Consulting

Lisa McNeece, Vice President of 
Foodservice and Industrial Sales, 
Grimmway Farms

Chuck Watson, Business 
Development Manager, Braga Fresh

How Sales Becomes A Life Lesson
“Well, we are always selling, right? 
Whether it’s negotiating within our own 
families or in everyday commerce, we 
are all ‘selling’ our ideas and looking for 
specific outcomes. Working in sales has 
taught me humility, compassion, empathy 
for others, and, ultimately, tenacity. I 
don’t easily give up, and I often tell my 
children ‘Never quit, do your best, and be 
proud of what you accomplish.’”

With Peggy Packer

Time at Braga Fresh: 6 Years

Learning and Growth
—

Kindness and Respect 
— 

Authenticity
— 

Tenacity
—

Honesty

JUNE MVp

highlights

Surprise Us
“I like change. I know that sounds 
strange to some people, but I do. It’s 
challenging, and while the journey 
is not always positive, I don’t like to 
be stagnant. I think it’s important to 
learn something new every day and be 
curious about the people and places 

around you. That’s why I love this 
industry so much. Every day is 
different—every phone call and 
presentation is an opportunity 
to share something new. 
Having an open mind and 
the ability to adapt has 
helped me take risks in 
my life and be optimistic 
about the outcomes. I 
guess I am just a nomad 
at heart.” 

Words of Wisdom for the  
Next Generation

“Excellence drives excellence. Always 
take the time to build up the people that 
surround you. In this world of technology, 
relationships matter more than ever. 
Fresh perspectives and creative thinking 
will be key to promoting success and 
growth in your business, so don’t be 
afraid to share your ideas. 

Lastly, take risks and try to learn 
something new every day. You may be 
surprised where you end up. It’s often not 
where you expected, and so rewarding  
in the end.”
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Mangos in any format are the key to  Mangos in any format are the key to  

consumers’ hearts, and Freska Produce consumers’ hearts, and Freska Produce 

International is aligning with its network of International is aligning with its network of 

partners to meet steadily rising demand...partners to meet steadily rising demand...

Co-Founders Gary Clevenger 
(left) and Jesus “Chuy” Loza (right) 
of Freska Produce International

Fruitful
Opportunities

By Chandler James
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As dawn breaks into morning, 
the fields come alive. The small green 
buds of a mango tree crack open to 
welcome rays of golden sunlight. The 
air is still except for a bustling team of 
pollinators buzzing effortlessly through 
the foliage. Powdery white petals reveal 
themselves to the world, greeting the 
sky with the fresh smell of a newly  
born blossom.

So much potential and hope is bred into 
each flower, and within roughly 90 days, 
the tree will be laden with crimson and 
emerald fruit. 

These are the early days of the flavorful 
and nutritious mangos Freska Produce 
International brings to market year-
round. Strong hands pull back the 
branches, reaching up to grasp the fruit 
with a gentle touch perfected only by 
those who have worked the orchards 
for years. The trees part ways with their 
delicious gems, hopeful that each piece 
will be enjoyed in one way or another. 

Regardless of the outcome, Freska is 
committed to using 100 percent of its 
growers’ fruit—a mission that Co-
Founders Gary Clevenger and Jesus 

“Chuy” Loza know to be wildly successful.

“In order to support a three-fold 
commitment to the growers’ welfare, 
create value for our customers, and 
sustainably fulfill our vision, we started 
dealing in organic dried mangos about 
five years ago. Whatever product is not 
qualified for retail goes into the dried 

segment,” Gary began. “This program 
benefits the grower because they’re not 
taking a loss on a number three-graded 
mango. Nowadays, a dried product can 
create just as much value as a number-
one-graded, retail-ready fresh product. 
If a grower has imperfect fruit, they 
have alternatives to utilize it rather than 
tossing it away.”

Ataulfos are the primary variety used 
for dried mangos, although Kents and 
Keitts also feature the desired flavor 

profile and texture. This utilization of 
a hundred percent of growers’ fruit is 
going to be a huge part of the mango 
business in the coming years, Gary 
imparted to me. As of now, he went on 
to say, supplies of dried mangos still can’t 
meet the steadily rising demand.

“Consumer affinity for the dried mango 
category is definitely rising. We’re 
seeing a lot of action and doing our 
best to make sure we can get enough 
product,” Chuy asserted. “The biggest 
challenge right now is making sure we 
have enough supplies to meet this high 
level of demand.”

The main contributors to this demand 
are taste, convenience, and health. People 
love grabbing a bag of dried mangos 
knowing they will enjoy a flavorful and 
health-conscious eating experience every 
time. With no sugar added to Freska’s 
dried mangos, it’s truly an all-natural 
snack packed with the sweet nectar of a 
mango fresh from the tree.

The dried category is its own world 
within the mango sector, creating an 
eating experience that is truly one of a 
kind. The soft yet meaty texture is unlike 

A
Gary Clevenger, 

Co-Founder, Freska Produce International

Nowadays, a dried product  
can create just as much value  

as a number-one-graded,  
retail-ready fresh product.

many other dried fruits, complemented 
by a natural sweetness and fresh, 
tropical flavor.

Freska’s mangos are dried out at its 
packing facilities in Mexico, with the 
entire process only taking about a day 
from beginning to end. The supplier has 
packing houses in a number of locations 
across the country that are operational 
at different times of the year, depending 
on where harvest is taking place. 

“We maintain close relationships with 
our packers, who in turn are in direct 
contact with the growers,” Gary 
outlined. “Because there’s so many 
small mom-and-pop growers, as well as 
some larger commercial growers in the 
region, our relationship with the packers 
is an essential link in our supply chain. 
They deal with securing the fruit, and 
then we work on the sales and marketing 
side of things.”

At each of the packing house locations, 
the company has its own Freska quality 
control team that oversees all operations. 
This assures that what’s going under the 
brand label is of top quality. 

“The quality control teams also help fill 
the orders that we need for different pack 
styles,” Chuy explained. “We relay to the 
team what type of pack styles we need 
and how many we need per week. On 
the fresh side, we offer clamshells and 
the regular 4 kg box, as well as different 
packs for big-box retailers like Walmart 
and Costco.”

Freska’s dried mangos are available in 
all different sizes, catering to the liking 
of the customer. Gains on the buy-side 
are a shoo-in as shoppers go in search of 
convenience and give in to impulse buys 
at the point of purchase.

As Gary previously touched on, this 
practice of using 100 percent of growers’ 
fruit is becoming a focal point in the 
mango category, and not just for Freska.

“Outside of dried mangos, some 
operators process unused fruit in other 
ways like freezing, dicing, cubing, and 
puréeing. So, there are other alternatives 
that also use 100 percent of the fruit,” 
Gary stated, reflecting on these changes.

Given the various opportunities to 
process fresh mangos, most growers like 

Consumer affinity for the dried Consumer affinity for the dried 
mango category is definitely rising. mango category is definitely rising. 

We’re seeing a lot of action and  We’re seeing a lot of action and  
doing our best to make sure we doing our best to make sure we 

can get enough product.can get enough product.
Jesus “Chuy” Loza, 

Co-Founder, Freska Produce International
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Freska only end up with the seed and 
the skin as waste. To little surprise for an 
innovator such as Freska, the grower is 
currently doing research on some other 
products that could be derived from the 
skin and the seed.

Utilizing 100 percent of the fruit is an 
integral stepping stone in the category’s 
growth. Mangos are not only a boon 
for buy-side basket share, but they 
inherently support the bottom line of 
sustainability. Retailers and foodservice 
operators alike can work toward their 

sustainability goals by including fresh, 
dried, and processed mango in their 
programs, all while bolstering the Fair 
Trade Certified™ practices Freska and 
other suppliers implement. 

But don’t just rest your laurels on my 
own musings—mangos will without a 
doubt attract register rings, as demand 
is rising in the segment across the board, 
from fresh, to dried, and beyond.

“Mangos are becoming more 
mainstream. They used to be in the 
back of the baskets, and now they’re 
becoming a produce aisle star,” Chuy 
said. “In addition, mangos are more 
readily available. Year-round programs 
have grown alongside offshore 
operations in the wintertime and then 
Mexico in the summertime.”

Additionally, Gary relayed that the 
volume of fresh supplies continues to 
increase depending on the weather 
in the growing region. On top of this, 
Colombia is a burgeoning region of 
growth where U.S. mango purveyors 
like Freska are turning their attention to 
as a possibility for greater imports.

Needless to say, the mango category 
is full of fruitful avenues, and it looks 
as though the window of opportunity 
will only continue to grow. Buyers who 
welcome an expanded mango program 
now will be chief contributors to the 
sector’s future success, and Freska 
Produce International will be carefully 
tending to its groves—to the benefit of 
retailers and consumers alike.

Think of it this way: The mango 
category is a flowering tree that will 
continue to bloom until its fruit has 
reached its greatest potential.

Mangos are becoming more  
mainstream. They used to be in the 

back of the baskets, and now they’re  
becoming a produce aisle star.

Jesus “Chuy” Loza

 Gary Clevenger and Jesus “Chuy” Loza are two mango aficionados at the helm of Freska  
Produce International’s category growth

1 lb 4Earth Farms™ Organic Green 
Beans

½ 4Earth Farms Organic Red Onion
1 (15½ oz) can chickpeas, drained 

and rinsed

dressing

¼ cup red wine vinegar
½ cup olive oil
½ tsp dried oregano
½ tsp dried basil
½ tsp garlic powder
½ tsp dried rosemary
½ tsp dried parsley
½ tsp sea salt

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 5 min
Servings: 4

1 In a medium pot, bring water to a boil.

2 Trim and slice the green beans and boil them for 2 minutes. Remove the pot from 
heat, drain, and rinse with cold water.

3 Drain and rinse the chickpeas. Then, thinly slice the onion into half-moons.

4 Make dressing by whisking together the red wine vinegar, olive oil, and spices.

5 In a large bowl, combine the green beans, chickpeas, red onion, and dressing. Mix 
well. Serve and enjoy!

To learn more about 4Earth Farms™, visit www.4earthfarms.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

GREEN BEAN SALAD

4Earth Farms™ 
Green Beans
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

VALENCIA ORANGE ICE CREAM

Sunkist® Valencia 
Oranges

1 Prepare ice cream making vessel or unit, either an old fashioned churner or an ice 
cream machine with a motor.

2 Reduce orange juice to 1 cup and ice down to chill.

3 In a saucepan, combine milk, cream, vanilla pods and seeds, and glucose syrup. 
Place on medium heat until hot, remove from heat. Allow to steep for 30 minutes.

4 In a bowl, combine milk powder and sugar before adding into cream mixture. 
Whisk to combine. Remove vanilla pods and return mixture to medium heat.

5 In a separate heat-safe bowl, combine egg yolks and zest.

6 In small increments, pour hot mixture over yolks and zest. Mix vigorously while 
pouring. Then, cook to 185° F to make a crème anglaise.

7 Remove from heat. Run through a fine strainer and hand-blend until smooth.

8 Ice down immediately. Add cooled, reduced juice and hand blend to combine.

9 Follow directions according to your unit to make ice cream.

10 Serve with Sunkist Valencia Orange slices and enjoy!

To learn more about Sunkist®, visit www.sunkist.com

DIRECTIONS
2 Sunkist® Valencia Oranges, zested
2 cups Sunkist Valencia Orange juice
1½ cups whole milk
1½ cups heavy cream
½ each vanilla bean pod, scraped
2 tbsp glucose syrup or corn syrup
¼ cup non-fat dry milk powder
⅔ cup granulated sugar
3 egg yolks
Sunkist Valencia Oranges, sliced for 

garnish

Prep Time: 1 hr
Cook Time: 1 hr
Servings: 6

INGREDIENTS
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I liken the passing of growing seasons to 
that of a long-standing and much-loved 
TV show, à la Dr. Who, to be specific.

It takes a team of workers, both behind 
the scenes and in the field, to make a 
production run. The planning stages 
aren’t any different, as the projection for 
success comes down to the right timing, 
the right hands on deck, and the right 
Director to help the story come through.

There is an electrifying feeling while in the 
thick of the growing season, and when 
it has all wrapped, there are many in our 

industry that can’t wait for the next cycle 
to begin. They’re anticipating a fresh start, 
for they all know that no two seasons are 
the same. Amber Maloney, Wish Farms’ 
Director of Marketing, is one such person, 
both behind the scenes looking forward 
to the next season and in the spotlight 
since she stepped in as a recurring lead 
in 2011. 

As the grower hits its 100th year, Amber 
enters her 11th season, reprising her role 
with her Director cap on and a soul ready 
to embrace another major part she was 
destined to play.

 Lilian Diep: Amber, 
seeing you here 

now, it feels like 
you were made 
for marketing. 
Can you tell 
me how you 
first got into 

the field? What 
kick-started this 

career path for you?

Amber Maloney, 
Director of 
Marketing: 
My family 
and I moved 
to Plant 
City, Florida, 
when I was 
young. I grew 
up here and after 
high school went to college at the 
University of Florida. I majored 
in advertising and minored in 
marketing.

The sports and marketing 
departments for the Gators work 
closely together, so I got a lot of 
great experience during my time 
there. I was on the UF dance 
team for three years. While I was 
getting my Masters in Business 
Management, I coached the team 

for an additional three years. As a 
coach working for the University 
Athletic Association, I was able 
to develop my advertising and 
marketing side, focusing on 
fundraising, volunteer work, and 
promotions. I even got to manage 
the Gator mascots, Albert and 
Alberta! It was an amazing time, 
and I was very fortunate to have 
the opportunity.

Q2
LD: It sounds like this position 
was the role meant for you to 
pursue. I know dancing is still a 
passion for you, so how did fresh 
produce enter the scene? What 
influenced you to get into the 
industry? 

AM: After college, I moved 
to Atlanta, Georgia, to work in 
telecommunications as a cold 
caller. It was a hard job, but I 
learned so much from my time in 
this role. To be able to confidently 
walk into a random business and 

ask to talk to the Owner helped 
me develop the self-structure 
and motivation necessary to be 
successful in business. Although 
it was a grind, it was a very 
valuable experience.

My most successful territory, 
coincidentally, was the Atlanta 
Farmers Market. The fast-paced 
maneuverability and passion 
those people had for what they 
do really resonated. It was a 
very exciting environment, and it 
opened my eyes to an industry I 
had never considered before.

After a couple of years in Atlanta, 
I moved back to Plant City and 
got a tip from my best friend’s 
father Chuck Hollenkamp, a 
longtime employee of Wish 
Farms, that they were searching 
for someone to build its 
marketing department from the 
ground up.

“Gary [Wishnatzki] allowed me to 
learn and explore my own ideas, to 
be able to bring things to the table. 
Not all bosses are like that.”
- Amber Maloney, Director of Marketing, Wish Farms

Q1
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“Every season brings something different. It is 
always a new project, a new goal to tackle.”

Q3
LD: I guess we could say it 
was written from the start that 
you would be with Wish Farms, 
couldn’t we?

AM: It really was! It didn’t click 
with me at first, but as soon as I 
sat down with Gary Wishnatzki, 
the Owner and Chief Executive 
Officer, I realized I had met him 
before!

In my senior year of high school, 
2002, Wishnatzki Farms—our 
name before we rebranded—
sponsored me in my bid for Plant 
City’s Strawberry Queen.

So, there we were, nine years later, 
and I’m hoping to land a job with 
his company. My only experience 
in the ag industry was setting up 
the Atlanta Farmers Market with a 
better telecommunication system, 
but I suppose Gary saw some 
potential in me, and I started the 
next week. We came full circle, 
and I’m so thankful.

Q4
LD: Seeing as you entered the ag 
industry, if I may say, a bit green, 
it seems there would have been 
a lot of challenges to navigate, 
especially since the marketing 
department was just starting. But 
hearing you talk about it, would 
you venture to say there were 
more positives than negatives 
when it comes to this position?

AM: Absolutely! Every season is 
a new experience. Gary is a true 
visionary with a marketing mind; 
his title CEO and Head Pixie says 
it all. He took me under his wing, 
and I’ve learned a lot from him 
over the years. Gary allowed me 
to learn and explore my own ideas, 
to be able to bring things to the 
table. Not all bosses are like that.

And it’s so inspiring.

Every season brings something 
different. It is always a new 
project, a new goal to tackle. 

Don’t get me wrong, there have 
been a few losses, but just like 
the amazing farmers we work 
with, we navigate through and 
find solutions. The marketing 
department started with me, 
and over the years, we’ve been 
building the team. We’re small, 
but we’re nimble and creative.

In the last four years, Wish Farms 
has refocused. Gary’s goal is to 
become an international brand. 
That’s a big goal, and his vision 
keeps all of us excited to come 
to work!

Q5
LD: Now that you’ve completed 
10 seasons and have started 
your 11th, I want to know what 
has made this role as Director of 
Marketing worthwhile? What has 
made you go, “Wow, I really love 
my job!”?

AM: Oh, there are so many! 
Every day has a charge in it 
because of where we’re headed 
as a company. But there are 
definitely some big “Wow!” 
moments.

Last year, we had the grand 
opening of our Plant City 
headquarters, and we held our 
first PixieRock! fundraiser and 
concert in April 2021. It was a big 

“Thank You” to everyone for their 
support and an opportunity for 
Gary and his team to introduce 
our new headquarters.

We put together a full-blown 
music festival with major 
headlining bands. That night, 
we raised over $400,000 for 
the event beneficiaries and the 
Wish Farms Family Foundation. 
It was a fantastic night and an 
incredibly rewarding moment in 
my career.

We’re going even bigger this 
year because it is Wish’s 100th 
anniversary! 

Marketing is a role that’s been 
given to her from the start, but 
Amber has made it all her own. 
Wish Farms is continuing to 
recast Amber in this recurring 
spot to wow her audience—one 
that becomes even more critical 
with each passing season. And, 
while she sits with her Director’s 
cap tilted to the side, overseeing 
the marketing for this powerful 
brand, I can’t help but wonder 
what this next season will be 
like as she helps the company 
grow beyond the script, bringing 
stories on the page to life for the 
world to see.

Amber Maloney has a reel of memories stored with Wish Farms; with the start of her 11th season, she has 
come to grow into the role she’s made all her own, and she continues to flourish with the company
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Juice of 2 Bee Sweet Citrus Lemons
1 cup butter, softened
2¼ cups all-purpose flour, divided
2 cups granulated sugar, divided
4 large eggs
Confectioners’ sugar, as needed

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 40 min
Servings: 24

1 Preheat oven to 350° F.

2 In a medium bowl, blend butter, 2 cups flour, and ½ cup sugar. Press into the 
bottom of an ungreased 13x9" pan.

3 Bake for 15–20 minutes, or until firm and golden.

4 In another bowl, whisk together the remaining 1½ cups sugar and ¼ cup 
flour. Whisk in eggs and lemon juice. Pour over the baked crust. 

5 Bake for an additional 20 minutes. The bars will form up as they cool. 

6 Once the pan has cooled, cut into 2" squares; dust with confectioners’ sugar, 
if desired. Enjoy!

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

LEMON BARS

Bee Sweet Citrus 
Lemons

It’s a great time for veggie lovers and 
plant-based enthusiasts as our vast 
industry continues to explore the 

many ways to enjoy all things fresh. 
And what better way to bring those 
curious customers to try new things 
than by flipping a familiar product?

Mushrooms are often credited with a 
meaty, umami profile; Giorgio Fresh is 
using this profile to bridge categories 
with Giorgio® Savory Wild® Portabella 
Jerky. Portabella mushrooms take on a 
new persona as Giorgio brings jerky to 
vegan and vegetarian shoppers. I have 
a sweet and spicy tooth, so the Sesame, 
Ginger & Korean Chili flavor is calling 
my name.

For eclectic consumers needing 
variety, Giorgio has your shelves 
covered as it recently added new 
smoky hits to its range, featuring 
Smokehouse Bacon, Hot & Spicy Cajun 
Style, Roasted Garlic & Black Pepper, 
and Sweet Balsamic & Golden Fig.

Simple, delicious, award-winning, and 
meaty-textured, the jerkies capture 
shoppers’ interest as they reach for 
the sleek and inviting zip-top bag. Key 
nutritional values are imprinted right 
on top of fresh produce items that 
inspired the flavor. Bold tags such as 

“plant-based” and “non-GMO” attract 
consumers’ eyes.

Jerky is a staple for any outdoor 
adventure, in convenience store aisles, 
or on shelves by the register. By giving 
this beloved meat-based snack a 
delicious twist, Giorgio is making it 
easy for shoppers to incorporate a little 
veg in the day.

So, broaden the mushroom—and 
jerky—reach, and make sure to snag a 
few for yourself.

A Closer Look at 
Giorgio® Savory Wild® 
Portabella Jerky
By Lilian Diep
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A
t Rainier Fruit Company, great care is taken to ensure 
the safe passage of fruit along the supply chain. With 
facilities taking full advantage of the area’s endless 

supply of summer sun to power packing lines, teams 
planning and executing a year-round packing schedule, 
and logistics teams to deliver the final product smoothly 
and efficiently, find out how Rainier does it...

CONSERVATION IN MOTION

Rainier Fruit Company Industry Spotlight 
represents individuals and ideas making a 
positive impact in the community through 
their work, volunteer efforts, sustainability, 
or health and wellness initiatives.

SOLAR SYSTEM

Rainier’s investment in solar is an 
exciting step. At Rainier’s Harrison 
facility, 336 solar panels were installed 
and have continued to yield nearly 
700,000 kWh annually—enough 
energy to supply 13 houses for a year. 
Being stewards of the planet has 
always been a part of the culture.

ORGANIC PACKING

Green Line is the latest addition to 
Rainier’s state-of-the-art packing 
lines. The green line is dedicated to 
organic packing year-round, and it is 
a site to see. As demand for organics 
continues to grow, Rainier is primed 
to provide the volume and quality 
that customers have come to expect.

ALL ABOARD THE CITY BUS

With fruit as the precious passengers, 
Rainier has built its own system to 
bring efficiency across operations. 
The logistics team brings many 
efficiencies, including a one-stop 
shop for customers. Rainier’s City 
Bus program saves nearly 600,000 
pounds of CO2 per year, another step 
toward creating a cleaner world.

RAINIER FRUIT COMPANY 
INDUSTRY SPOTLIGHT
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1 Red Sun Farms™ Red Bell Pepper
1 Red Sun Farms Orange Bell Pepper
1 Red Sun Farms Yellow Bell Pepper
1 lb chicken thighs, bite-sized pieces
1 medium onion
6 button mushrooms
2 dried chilis
2 spring onions
¼ cup fresh basil
Sesame seeds 
¼ cup fresh cilantro
2 tbsp cooking oil 
Sesame oil

marinade

1 tsp grated garlic
1 tsp ginger, grated
¼ tbsp salt
1 tbsp soy sauce
1 tsp sesame oil
1 tbsp corn starch
½ tsp fish sauce

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

1 Dice bell peppers and onion into medium-sized pieces. Quarter mushrooms and 
slice chilis and basil into small pieces. Roughly chop spring onions and cilantro 
and set aside.

2 Combine marinade ingredients in a bowl; marinate chicken for at least 30 minutes.

3 Toast sesame seeds in a frying pan for 2–3 minutes, or until slightly browned.  
Set aside.

4 Heat cooking oil in a heavy pan or wok on medium heat.

5 Add the marinated chicken to the pan along with the marinade and cook for 3–4 
minutes, stirring frequently.

6 Add sesame oil, peppers, onion, mushrooms, and chilis. Cook for another 3–4 
minutes, stirring often.

7 For the last 30 seconds, add spring onions and basil to the pan. Serve over rice, top 
with sesame seeds and cilantro, and enjoy!

To learn more about Red Sun Farms™, 
visit www.redsunfarms.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

SPICY THAI CHICKEN BOWL

Red Sun Farms™

Bell Peppers
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By Jenna Plasterer

Author Alex Haley wrote, “In every 
conceivable manner, the family is a link to 
our past, bridge to our future.”

Being a California native living close to the Bay 
Area, I’ve crossed many bridges.

Some are grand, beautiful structures, like the 
famous Golden Gate Bridge, and some are small 
rickety antiques, made of old wood that might 
collapse under the weight of my body alone. 
However, the one thing all bridges have in common 
is their ability to form connections. Regardless of 
their materials, through the power of these links, 
people can reach their destinations faster and even 
traverse territories that may have been inaccessible 
before the bridge was built.

Just as Haley explained, families have the same 
power as bridges, creating connections that may 
not have existed before and using their structure to 
extend the reach of those who are a part of them. 
And while some would apply this to blood-related 
families, I believe this same concept is valid for the 
countless businesses across the produce industry that 
have formed their own version of a family unit based 
on compassion, unity, and shared goals.

One such company is Trucco, Inc.

The distributor is a family company in every sense 
of the word and utilizes different materials, in the 
form of its employees’ experience and knowledge, 
to strengthen its design. And, as Nick Pacia, Chief 
Executive Officer, tells me, this is what differentiates 
them when it comes to getting the job done.

“Our company structure is a family 
structure,” explains Nick right from 
the get-go. “We all jump in and help 
each other when needed. If there are 
decisions that need to be made quickly, 
I have an open door, and everyone 
comes to my office to find a solution. 
It’s very friendly, and we are happy to 
work together. It impacts our company 
tremendously because, as we are so 
accessible and connected, everything is 
very streamlined.”

The first beams of the Trucco bridge 
were put into place by Joseph Trucco 
back in 1937 among the stands of the 
Washington Street Produce Market in 
downtown Manhattan, New York. The 
business relocated to the Hunts Point 
Produce Market in the Bronx in 1967, 
where Salvatore Vacca established it as 
one of the leading produce distributors 
in New York.

For many decades, fresh Italian 
chestnuts were the staple of the 
company. However, when Nick joined 
in 1999, he saw the opportunity 
to expand its offerings to include 
commodities like kiwifruit, garlic, fresh 
figs, and citrus.

Although times have changed and 
Trucco’s strategy has evolved, the 
foundation of the bridge connecting 
the past to the present remains the 
same: loyalty and commitment to those 
who have helped the company grow 
over the last eight decades.

“Our model is to find good partners 
on the buy-side and stick with them. 
Many of our relationships have 
been long, with some stretching 
back to when the company was first 
incorporated in 1967,” Nick says, 
laying out this simple but highly 
effective strategy. “There are new 
partners we acquire every day, but we 
always treat them the same, with the 
family approach.”

The success of this approach is not only 
seen in the company’s longevity, but 
in the tangible form of its distribution 
center in Vineland, New Jersey, 

which was constructed in 2018. As 
Trucco has grown, the importer 
found the need for its own facility to 
continue streamlining its business and 
expanding its capabilities to offer its 
dedicated partners.

With this 70,000-square-foot facility 
that offers 2,500 pallet positions, 
Trucco can extend its bridge further 
across the supply chain, connecting the 
gap between the growers who supply 
its high-quality products and the buy-
side partners that get it into the hands 
of consumers nationwide.

“Because we have our own 
distribution center now, and due to 
the verticalization we have achieved, 
Trucco stands out in the industry. The 
way we operate and the structure 
we have is beneficial for both ends—
customers and suppliers,” adds Nick. 

“We are able to control everything from 
the growing stages to our distribution 
channels and, for our partners, that 
means they can rely upon immediate 
execution of their orders. If we need to 
repack, we’ll repack. We are prepared 
at our facility. We don’t have to depend 
on any third party to do our work.”

“Our model is to find good partners on 
the buy-side and stick with them. Many 
of our relationships have been long, 
with some stretching back to when the 
company was first incorporated in 1967.”
- Nick Pacia, Chief Executive Officer, Trucco, Inc. 

Nick Pacia, 
Chief 
Executive 
Officer, 
Trucco, Inc. 

In order to serve its long-standing partners, Trucco, Inc. has opened its own 70,000-square-foot distribution center with 2,500 pallet positions
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Enabling even more command of its 
back-end operations, Trucco recently 
created a new logistics arm to help its 
customers alleviate some of the supply 
chain challenges affecting the produce 
industry. Formed earlier this year, the 
division is still evolving, but has already 
played a key role in providing relief for 
Trucco’s partners.

“In the past, we didn’t have a logistics 
office or desk. After establishing this 
new department a few months ago, 
we’ve already seen the benefit, and 
we’re trying to create an additional 
logistics arm in the future to aid our 
customers even more,” imparts Nick. 

“Because of all the logistic issues that 
we’ve been facing, we’re trying to do as 
much as we can to accommodate our 
supply- and buy-side partners, and we 
want to be involved in the process and 
offer the most support possible.”

If we look at these operational 
developments as the arches of Trucco’s 
bridge, adding eye-catching designs 
while spreading the weight of the load, 
the company’s many hardworking 
associates are like the girders, 

providing the primary support for the 
link. As Trucco continues to grow, its 
need to add more employees to buttress 
its advancement has also increased.

“We have a tremendous team at our 
facility. They’re burgeoning leaders, 
eager to move forward, and they play 
a big part in our development,” Nick 
expounds. “We’re growing at a strong 
pace. So, we are trying to bring other 
players onto the team now. As we’ve 
expanded, we’ve attracted talent. We 
are trying to gather as much as possible, 
especially up-and-comers willing to 
participate and be part of the family we 
have created. That way, we can continue 
building on the team that we have going 
into the future. We think it’s important to  
bring more fresh minds into the business.”

Hand-in-hand, the Trucco team is 
planning the assembly of its bridge 

“We are able to 
control everything 
from the growing 
stages to our 
distribution 
channels and, 
for our partners, 
that means 
they can rely 
upon immediate 
execution of their 
orders. If we need 
to repack, we’ll 
repack. We are 
prepared at our 
facility. We don’t 
have to depend on 
any third party to 
do our work.”

to extend well beyond the horizon, 
and each new person who joins the 
operation adds another critical piece 
to its construction. Each additional 
member of this tight-knit family 
contributes potential and knowledge 
to strengthen the company structure, 
preparing them for whatever may come. 
And Nick has some ideas about what 
that might be.

“Going into the future, I think the 
growth of our kiwifruit category will 
be tremendous. Additionally, our 
blueberries are a great item that has 
been doubling year-over-year, and 
citrus, which we have expanded our 
production of two-fold since last year,” 
Nick states. “We have also added 
limes from Colombia and Peru to our 
portfolio alongside those we import 
from Mexico, doubling that category as 
well. Overall, there has been growth all 

Trucco, Inc. operates as a family business, with all associates combining their strengths to overcome challenges and streamline the supply chain

around, and we want to continue this 
pattern in the future.”

When I ask Nick what Trucco has in 
store to achieve and push forward this 
progression, he lets me in on a secret, 
but you will have to wait to cross that 
bridge. I promise it’s worth it.

While I can’t give details about what 
Trucco has up its sleeve, I know that 
no matter what evolution takes place, it 
will always be a family company.

I once heard that the longer a bridge 
is, the more structurally unstable it can 
become. But, I know that doesn’t apply 
to Trucco. Seeming to defy the laws of 
physics, the farther its bridge stretches 
throughout history, the greater its 
dedication, growth, and people 
become, strengthening and creating 
more connections for the rest of us.
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“Nichole was one of my first 
mentors in the fresh produce 
industry and taught me about 
farming and family farming,” Megan 
states. “She has always helped me 
see reality from the grower’s lens, 
and her teachings have served me 
tremendously in my growth over 
the years. Lucky for me, Nichole is 
also one of my great friends in life!”

Plucking more motivation from 
vibrant women in produce, Megan 
looked to Jackie Caplan Wiggins 
and Karen Caplan as sisterly guides, 
resembling the Pleiades, informing 
the dynamics of her industry 
relationships while serving as 
inspirations for career balance. 

“They showed me what business 
leadership looked like with a 
right-hand woman by their side. 
I always learn by observing how 
they arrive at decisions together or 
even debate one another healthily,” 
Megan describes. “I’ve admired 
their ability to juggle motherhood 
and running a business. They 
never apologize for it, because the 
business provides for their family 
and has created a legacy and 
pathway for other women to follow.” 

With Megan’s legacy in the industry 
already playing out, forming its 
constellation in the sky above the 

MENTORS IN THE MAKING

Megan Zweig

FOR CENTURIES, OUR 
ANCESTORS USED THE 
STARS AS GUIDES. Whether 

it was looking to the gleaming 
beacon of the North Star to 
steer their journeys or using 
constellations to determine the 
seasons and keep track of history 
through larger-than-life stories, 
these orbs of light have helped 
define the success of humanity.

Therefore, it only makes sense that 
the mystical stars twinkling above 
were what fated Megan Zweig’s 
entry into the produce industry, 
mapping out her career to the 
present day. At least, that’s how 
she tells it. 

“My start in the industry was pure 
chance,” she says. “I worked 
for a tech marketing and public 
relations agency in Dallas, Texas, 
and my co-worker introduced me 
to Dan’l Mackey Almy, Founder 
and Chief Executive Officer of 
DMA Solutions. That’s when things 
suddenly clicked. I had lived in 
California before, and my family 
had always grown produce. When 
Dan’l offered me a job marketing 
for companies that supplied fruits 
and vegetables, I knew I had found 
my place in the work world.”

From that auspicious moment on, 
Megan knew that the stars had 
aligned for her. At 30 years old, 
she learned how important it is to 
do what you’re passionate about, 
and that if you embark on your 
journey with this goal, success will 
follow. Because of this valuable 
lesson, Megan sees Dan’l as one of 
her strongest mentors and leaders.

“Dan’l has believed in me since 
day one. She has always given 
me permission to screw up and 
learn from those lessons as DMA 
Solutions grew over the years,” 
Megan explains. “She understands 
that I’m motivated by the freedom 
to think and act on my instincts 
and has always had my back.”

Recently, Megan came full circle 
in her relationship with Dan’l: She 
was entrusted with the role of 
President of DMA Solutions.

“I see it as a great symbol of earned 
trust and respect that she chose 
to pass the baton to me,” adds 
Megan. “That is almost more 
important than the role itself. The 
confidence and the regard that I’ve 
earned from Dan’l is a gift!”

In her new role, and after more 
than 15 years of working alongside 
renowned produce companies, 
the ebb and flow of shopper 
trends, marketing methods, and 
innovation continue to drive her 
love of fruits and vegetables.

“Over my tenure in the industry, 
consumers’ perspectives about 
fresh food have changed so much, 
and I think a lot of that has to 
do with social media and online 
marketing,” Megan relays. “From 
my perspective as a marketer, 
we’ve gained critical shopper 
insights that made us confident 
about our approach to 
building loyalty for fresh 
produce brands. As a 
result, brands, varietals, 
and fresh food have 
gained popularity 
and interest, and this 
momentum is what 
fuels me.”

Helping Megan 
maneuver the 
evolving fresh 
produce marketing 
space was her close 
friend, confidant, 
and mentor, Nichole 
Towell, Senior Director 
of Marketing and 
Packaging Procurement for 
Duda Farm Fresh Foods. Like 
Ursa Major, Nichole has helped 
Megan navigate the produce 
world, showing her behind the 
scenes of product production 
and development. 

BY JENNA PLASTERER

Megan Zweig,
President, DMA Solutions

produce industry, she has a few words of 
wisdom for those starting their path, all 
derived from her cosmic adventure.

“Trust yourself. Allow yourself to make 
mistakes. Nobody expects you to be perfect, 
so aim for excellence instead,” she imparts. 

“Be yourself and have fun. As long as you 
put in the effort with a healthy attitude and 
perspective, the world is your oyster.” 

Someday, I have a feeling that Megan’s 
constellation, twinkling brightly, will be one 
that future industry members search the sky 
for to guide their career journey.

THE MENTORS
Here is what they have  
to say about Megan...

Nichole Towell,
Senior Director of Marketing and 

Packaging Procurement, 
Duda Farm Fresh Foods

Working alongside Megan during her tenure in 
the produce industry has been so rewarding. 
Her enthusiasm and positive attitude are not 
only infectious for everyone around her but also 
make her an absolute pleasure to work with. 
Megan is a lifelong learner and continuously 
seeks betterment opportunities for herself and 
her team. It’s an honor and a privilege to have 
been a part of Megan’s growth and professional 
journey, and I look forward to watching her 
continue on her leadership path. She is truly 
an inspirational human being and overall an 
amazing example for other professionals—I’m 
proud to say the mentorship has been mutual.

Karen Caplan,
President and Chief Executive 

Officer, Frieda’s

Jackie Caplan 
Wiggins,

Vice President and Chief 
Operating Officer, Frieda’s

Megan is a jewel of a human, leader, and friend. 
After knowing and working with her for over 
15 years, I can confidently say that she is not 
only one of the best marketing minds in our 
industry, she is also a well-respected leader 
with integrity, open-mindedness, grit, and 
compassion. She works tirelessly to serve this 
industry, our clients, and our team, as well as 
people beyond the workplace as a mother, 
wife, daughter, and friend.

What I love about Megan is her passion and 
enthusiasm for produce, balanced with her 
serious nature. She’s not afraid to tell you 
what you need to hear, and does it with 
gentle kindness. She often tells me that 
seeing how my sister and business partner, 
Jackie, and my daughter, Alex Jackson 
(Director of Sales) work through business 
issues and disagreements has been a great 
role model for her relationship with Dan’l.

I first met Megan almost 10 years ago when 
she joined DMA Solutions, and there were 
several things that immediately stood out. 
First and foremost, although her background 
wasn’t in fresh produce, she had a keen 
understanding of what made our industry 
tick. During our first meeting, she was super 
engaged and clearly had a flair for marketing 
fresh fruits and vegetables.
 
I have always been impressed by how 
dedicated Megan is to her clients and to the 
industry as a whole. She is wicked smart 
and has amazing spirit, both of which have 
clearly led to her success as a leader. When 
she applied for the United Fresh Leadership 
program, I had no hesitation writing her a 
letter of recommendation. Later, it came 
as no surprise when she was accepted into 
this exclusive program, and, most recently, 
when she was promoted to President of DMA 
Solutions.
 
I feel incredibly lucky to know Megan both as 
an industry colleague and a friend. One only 
has to check out her Instagram posts to see 
that she is a dedicated, loving partner to her 
husband Aaron, and an adoring mother to 
their son Cooper. Congratulations, Megan, on 
your most recent promotion and continued 
success. You rock!

Dan’l Mackey Almy,
Founder and Chief Executive Officer, 

DMA Solutions

Powered By
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1 large Dole® Pineapple
1 small Dole Red Onion, halved and 

thinly sliced
½ small head red cabbage, cored 

and thinly sliced
½ cup red wine vinegar
1 tbsp coconut sugar
½ tsp kosher salt
4 garlic cloves, smashed
2 bay leaves
1 tsp whole black peppercorns
2 small Serrano chilis, minced
4 cups favorite wood chips
2 cups shredded rotisserie chicken 

breast
½ cup barbecue sauce
3 wooden skewers (4")

Prep Time: 30 min
Cook Time: 1 hr 55 min
Servings: 4

1 Whisk vinegar, sugar, salt, and 1 cup water in a large bowl. Add garlic, bay leaves, 
peppercorns, onion, Serrano chilis, and cabbage; toss. Let cabbage mixture stand 
at room temperature 3 hours, tossing occasionally. Cover and refrigerate at least 1 
hour, no more than overnight, before serving.

2 Stir chicken and ¼ cup barbecue sauce in a medium bowl; tightly enclose in a foil 
packet using 12 x 24" sheet of nonstick aluminum foil and set aside.

3 Cover wood chips with water in a large bowl; soak as label directs. Prepare outdoor 
grill for indirect grilling over medium heat. Drain wood chips and place 2 cups 
chips in grill (in foil packet or pie tin for gas or directly on coals for charcoal).

4 Cut 1" crosswise slice from top of pineapple; reserve. Leaving at least 1" pineapple 
flesh, core pineapple using a pineapple corer or paring knife before removing 
pineapple skin. Replace top of pineapple and secure with skewers.

5 Place pineapple on the unlit side of the hot grill; cover and cook 1 hour or until very 
tender, adding remaining chips halfway through cooking. Transfer pineapple over 
to lit side of grill; brush with remaining ¼ cup barbecue sauce. Place chicken foil 
packet on lit side of grill; cover and cook 15 minutes, or until chicken mixture is 
heated through, turning pineapple occasionally.

6 Transfer pineapple to cutting board; remove top and fill with chicken mixture. Slice 
stuffed pineapple crosswise into 8 slices; serve with Spicy Quick Pickled Cabbage. 

To learn more about Dole, visit www.dole.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

BBQ CHICKEN STUFFED SMOKED PINEAPPLE WITH SPICY QUICK PICKLED CABBAGE

Dole® Pineapple

ood for the Earth is synonymous with good 
for people. And I’m not just talking about 
the end consumer. Sustainability benefits 
everyone along the supply chain from seed 
to shelf, both giving back to the planet and 

appealing to buyers’ bottom lines. Shoppers 
will continue returning to the comfort and 

peace of mind sustainability provides, and these names 
are just a few industry champions leading the charge…
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“Sustainability is quickly becoming the cost of doing 
business as buyers relay consumer demands for sustainable 
products down the supply chain to the grower, packer, and 
producer level. However, with a proactive approach, those 
don’t have to be sunk costs—there is value to sustainability. 
Sustainability drives internal innovation, mitigates 
environmental and supply risks, attracts employees and 
improves morale, builds brand loyalty, improves resource 
efficiency, differentiates your product, and much more. 
While there are numerous sustainability challenges we face 
as an industry, it is also an opportunity to improve, evolve, 
and prepare for tomorrow.”

Nikki Cossio, 
FOUNDER AND CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER, 
MEASURE TO IMPROVE

“At California Giant Berry Farms, we recognize that 
sustainability is the foundation for a thriving business. Our 
holistic approach to sustainability ensures that we balance 
social, environmental, and economic considerations to 
best serve our customers and community. As stewards 
of the land, farming for the future is our greatest 
consideration. We are constantly ideating and challenging 
ourselves to evolve and be better for generations to come. 
Our sustainability journey is dynamic and ever-changing—
but our vision to deliver the highest quality berries in the 
most sustainable way is our guiding light.”

Thomas Taggart, 
VICE PRESIDENT OF OPERATIONS, 
CALIFORNIA GIANT BERRY FARMS

“Our focus is on product health; we want good, nutritious 
food to reach communities, and it is in the design of 
our packaging to combat food waste. The life extension 
features of our flexible packaging intentionally meet the 
needs of various fresh produce commodities as to allow 
them to stay fresh longer. While we are members of the 
Sustainable Packaging Coalition and actively working on 
reviewing materials in a responsible way, our team never 
forgets our core mission.”

Keith Fox, 
PRESIDENT, FOX PACKAGING

“Rainier Fruit Company has been implementing 
sustainable farming practices for decades because it’s 
the right way to treat the land and grow for the most 
nutritious fruit. It has been exciting to see consumers 
begin to request not only organic, but responsibly 
grown product on the grocery shelves. The collection 
of sustainability initiatives that we deploy from orchard 
to warehouse continues to prove that this is a reciprocal 
relationship; happy and healthy land means happy and 
healthy trees and fruit.”

Blake Belknap, 
VICE PRESIDENT OF SALES,  
RAINIER FRUIT COMPANY

“At Fresh Del Monte Produce, our sustainability 
commitments go beyond benefiting the environment—
they also impact the communities we grow and operate 
in. It is our goal for our agricultural operations and the 
environment to thrive together. And while we have had 
an increased demand for climate action and biodiversity, 
our consumers also want transparency—whether it’s 
knowing product origins or environmental ethical 
standards. Increased transparency is important as a 
business because it both holds us accountable and allows 
for consumers to be a part of our efforts. As a company, 
we are committed to being a leader in socially and 
environmentally responsible business practices.”

Hans Sauter, 
CHIEF SUSTAINABILITY OFFICER AND 
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, RESEARCH AND 
DEVELOPMENT, AGRICULTURAL SERVICES, 
FRESH DEL MONTE

“At Soli Organic, we believe that human and planetary 
health go hand-in-hand. Premium, yet affordable 
products consumers can feel good about are key to 
sustainability. Nine out of ten consumers say they would 
always purchase organic if it cost the same as regular 
produce. That’s why we meet the rigorous, proven organic 
standards and tackle environmental challenges head-on, 
like making our own natural fertilizer in-house with lower 
costs while avoiding energy-intensive chemical fertilizers. 
Our soil-based controlled environment system grows 
herbs, leafy greens, and more that are not only good for 
consumers and the planet, but just plain good!”

Don Helms, 
VICE PRESIDENT OF MARKETING,  
SOLI ORGANIC
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1 handful of del Cabo Heirloom 
Cherry Tomatoes, sliced

1 bunch of Jacobs Farm Organic Dill
1 slice of your favorite toasted bread
1 avocado 
1 egg
2 tbsp of olive oil, divided
Salt and pepper, to taste

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

1 Heat 1 tbsp olive oil over medium-low heat.

2 Crack one egg into the pan, lower heat, and cover.

3 Mash together avocado, salt, pepper, and 1 tbsp of olive oil.

4 Spread avocado mixture on toasted bread and top with sliced tomatoes, salt, 
and pepper.

5 Take egg off of heat and place on toast. Top with sprigs of dill.

6 If you’re feeling creative, cut the egg whites away from the yolk with a butter 
knife and place just the yolk on the bread.

7 Enjoy!

To learn more about Jacobs Farm del Cabo, visit www.jacobsfarmdelcabo.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

AVO-EGG TOAST WITH DILL AND TOMATOES

del Cabo Heirloom
Cherry Tomatoes

Recipe and photo credited to @baydish

There is one flavor that has the 
ability to immediately snap 
me out of my trade news 

writer ways and get me thinking 
like a consumer: Homestyle 
Ranch—the perfect blend of sour 
cream, buttermilk, garlic, and 
onion. Presenting an abundance 
of opportunities to shoppers and 
grocers alike, it stands as a match 
made in heaven with practically 
any product that occupies the 
produce department. 

With consumers already drooling 
over the flavor, Litehouse has 
capitalized on the popularity and 
demand by expanding into a new 
format with the introduction of 
its thick and creamy Homestyle 
Ranch Dip & Spread.

A Closer Look at 
Litehouse Homestyle 
Ranch Dip & Spread
By Peggy Packer

The latest expansion of Litehouse’s 
dip line offers a new spread that 
elevates any snacking occasion. 
With vibrant packaging that 
beautifully depicts the flavors 
soon to be savored inside, this new 
dip is a merchandising mainstay, 
inviting shoppers to transform 
their dipping and spreading 
moments with a versatile, bold 
flavor that pairs perfectly with 
dippables like veggies and tastes 
great on sandwiches and more.  

Don’t be fooled by the simplicity 
of the packaging or its ingredients; 
this innovation is no shot in the 
dark at category success. The 
mouth-watering dips were created 
in response to strong sales and 
positive consumer response to the 

supplier’s ever-evolving portfolio  
of dressings. 

The Homestyle Ranch Dip & Spread 
is joined by the Avocado Ranch, 
Spinach Parmesan, Dilly Dip, and 
Southwest Ranch varieties. As 
demonstrated by this flavorsome 
lineup, Litehouse has mastered 
catering to the taste buds of 
anyone who comes across these 
items on-shelf. And in great timing, 
as the dip category continues to 
see exponential growth. 

Answering shoppers’ calls for 
more cream-based dips, Litehouse 
Homestyle Ranch Dip & Spread 
is generating a rapidly growing 
consumer base of its own. 

I, for one, am already claiming 
President of the fan club.
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2 Calavo Avocados each
1 tbsp olive oil
1 lb (16–20 ct) shrimp, peeled and 

deveined
Sea salt to taste

marinade

2 cloves garlic, minced
2 each limes, juiced
1 tbsp olive oil
2 tsp oregano, chopped
1 tsp Ancho chili powder
1 tsp sea salt
½ tsp black pepper

Prep Time: 35 min
Cook Time: 8 min
Servings: 4

1  Mix the marinade ingredients and add in shrimp. Marinate for 30 minutes.

2 Grill shrimp on medium-high heat for about 1–2 minutes per side.

3 Halve avocados and remove the pit.

4  Coat exposed avocado with olive oil.

5  Place each avocado half  face-down on the hottest part of  the grill and grill for 
3–5 minutes. You are looking for some nice char marks and the avocado to be 
heated through.

6  Remove avocados, season with salt, and plate with 
shrimp. Enjoy!

To learn more about Calavo Growers, 
visit www.calavo.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

GRILLED SHRIMP AND AVOCADOS

Calavo Growers 
Avocados

s synonymous with the Golden State as the 
Hollywood sign and year-round sunshine, 
California avocados have made their mark on 

consumers’ hearts. Just like any good Hollywood actor, 
the vibrant fruit is beloved by fans due to its versatility, 
with the ability to expertly adapt to any recipe, trend, 
or snacking experience. So, come with us as we see the 
fruit’s rise to celebrity and how it earned its star on the 
produce aisle walk of fame…

By Jenna Plasterer
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Videos from the 2021 California 
Avocado Commission ad campaign, 
The best avocados have California 
in them, had more than

1
2

3
4

6
5

variety is a California native. The seed 
of what would become the mother 
Hass tree was planted by Rudolph Hass 
in 1926 in La Habra Heights, California

The Hass Avocado 

This season’s California avocado 
crop is estimated to be

306 Million Pounds

California avocados are grown on approximately

throughout Central and Southern California
50,000 Acres

In California, shoppers buy 
avocados more often during 

(up from 4.26 purchase occasions to 4.87)*
California Avocado Season

California avocados are grown by about

 in the Golden State
3,000 Growers

120 Million Views

Did You Know?

*2020 California Avocado Commission Market 
Basket/Affinity Study IRI Consumer Network™, in 
California during California season

**2020 Menu Matters, “Patron preference for 
‘California’ and ‘California Avocados’”

***2021 California Avocado Tracking Study

Source | California Avocado Commission

Almost of consumers 
believe restaurants with California 
avocados on the menu feature 
fresh and high-quality ingredients**

of avocado shoppers in 
the Western United States with a 
preference for origin would prefer 
California avocados***

When avocados are in a shopper’s grocery 
basket, register rings increase nearly

(from average $31.85 to $67.80)*

7
8 109

June is California 
Avocado Month!

90%

70%

113%
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Tasty times await! This is the 
reverberating cheer, I feel, that 
animates all-things Aurora 

Bites Mini Sweet Peppers. From their 
rainbow of red, orange, yellow, and 
chocolate to their bite-sized, super-
sweet cultivation, Aurora Bites have 
kids and parents in the constant 
search for more, and Pure Flavor® is 
responding to the growing demand.

From snack-sized formats of 8 oz and 
1 lb to hearty family-sized portions 
up to 2 lbs—and even bulk options 
up to 20 lbs—there is a size for every 
grocer, foodservice outlet, and family 

A Closer Look at Pure 
Flavor® Aurora Bites 
Mini Sweet Peppers
By Jordan Okumura

unit. The beauty in such a tasty 
treat is not only the health benefits 
in the retail revenue stream, but 
the vibrant gems are nutritious and 
delicious to boot. Grown from the 
amazing Tribelli seed, 2019 Winner 
of the International Taste Institute’s 
Superior Taste Award, this perfect 
popping pepper is rich in vitamins 
C, A, and E, and offers other 
powerful antioxidants.

And if the eye-catching product 
doesn’t drive the consumer to 
search it out among a mass of 
pepper competitors, its pigment, 

or carotenoids—which give Aurora 
Bites their distinctive colors—may 
play an important role in preventing 
cancer and heart disease. 

Today’s consumer is on the search 
for deeper meaning in their food, 
from a product’s origin story to the 
holistic wellness that the sustenance 
provides. With Aurora Bites slicing 
and dicing their way into everything 
from snack packs to Buddha bowls—
and proving a testament to Pure 
Flavor’s quality and passionate 
values—this product seems to have 
the consumer’s attention—taste 
buds and all.

hen Kenny Lund talks about his love of the transportation 
and logistics industry, what he is really talking about is his 
love of people. His support, determination, and passionate 

and analytical eye have changed the way our industry moves and 
shakes. As one of the first larger-than-life personalities I met in this 

industry, Kenny has taught me the power of relationships and staying 
true to your values. As we can all assume, the man is more than meets 

the eye. So, what is behind that awesome smirk you ask? A LOT. Take a 
gander yourselves as Kenny Lund joins us for the 67th edition of our IF List.

» The IF List «
Kenny Lund

 IF you were taking a cross-country trip 
in Big Al and could take along anyone 
for the ride, alive or passed, who would 
you bring with as a co-pilot? 
Captain Edward Victor Baranski, my 
grandfather, who was in the Office of 
Strategic Services and captured and killed at 
Mauthausen concentration camp in WWII. So 
many questions.

 IF you could amplify one of your senses, 
which one would it be and why? 
Taste. It is used every meal —think about how 
good a fresh, ripe peach would be in the 
summer with improved taste!

 IF the zombie apocalypse were upon us, 
who would you take with you to go hunt 
zombies? 
Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson. I would do a 
Kevin Hart impersonation the whole trip— 
so fun.

 IF you could invent anything what 
would you invent? 
An everyday-use jetpack.

 IF you could spend your life never 
sleeping, what would you do with the 
extra hours in each day? 
Spend more time with family.

 IF you had three wishes, 
but they had to be 
granted for other 
people, what would you 
wish for and for whom? 
Bountiful crops for 
farmers, reliable 
trucks for drivers, and 
recognition for all in 
the supply chain.

Executive Vice President, Allen Lund Company and ALC Logistics

With Jordan Okumura

 IF everyone had to watch one movie of 
your choosing, what would it be? 
The original Star Wars—but they would have 
to watch it at the same age I was when I 
saw it in 1977. It changed everything. The 
controversial answer? Unplanned. My mom 
was an executive producer, and that movie 
has actually saved lives.

 IF you could give your younger self one 
piece of advice, what would it be? 
Invest in Apple, Tesla, and Google, and get 
married younger (to the same girl, of course)!

 IF you could eat one meal for the rest of 
your life what would it consist of? 
Filet Mignon cooked on a pellet grill, salad, 
and peach cobbler with ice cream.

 IF you could live a day in the 
life of anyone, dead or alive, 
who would it be? 
Abraham Lincoln—but not the 
day he went to the theater.

 IF someone wrote a song 
about you, who would 
perform it and what 
would the title be? 

“Leave People and Places  
Better Than You Found Them” 
by Neil Diamond.
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By Chandler James

Brian Kocher,
President and Chief Executive Officer,  

Calavo Growers

I’m reminded of this quote from the brilliant author and 
researcher Brené Brown while reflecting on my recent 
conversation with Brian Kocher. We agree that one of the most 
fundamental actions we can take as a human is to show up every 
morning as a better version of the person we were yesterday.

“If I can do that 365 days a year, I think I’m going to be pretty 
happy with how my year went,” he told me as we settled into 
our seats on a Monday afternoon, the sweet scent of cherry 
blossom trees drifting through my window. 

Earlier this year, Brian was named the new President and 
Chief Executive Officer of Calavo Growers, and with just a few 
months under his belt, I sensed a great pride and passion in his 

“Courage starts with showing up 
and letting ourselves be seen.” 

“I’m really lucky that, in this role, I get 
to have a hand in human resource issues and 

customer communications,” he said. “These two 
aspects are my favorite parts of working in this industry— it 

helps me connect with my heart and the business.”

Another crucial aspect of Brian’s role is ensuring Calavo 
has an operational infrastructure in place that allows the 
company to grow.

“We must have our sales and customer service values in line 
and our logistical processes in place so when we make a sale, 
we don’t compromise or fail our customers in our promise 
to serve them well. Especially if you look at what we call our 
‘Prepared’ business segment, having the right operational 
infrastructure in place is key to delivering our orders complete 
and on time,” he outlined.

That is the true test of whether someone can ride the waves 
presented by this industry; we are not expected to forecast the 
storms looming overhead, but we are expected to steer the ship 
through them. Stepping into the unknown is an act of courage 
in and of itself.

undertaking of this role. Where some leaders may assume the 
charge with merely a whisper of a vision, Brian comes to the 
table with a rallying roar. 

“The focal points of my role are to make sure we have the 
proper teams in place with carefully outlined responsibilities 
and a clear mission, ensuring that everyone understands the 
goals and objectives of the organization. When that happens, 
I know the decision-makers—no matter where they are in the 
organization—have a good compass,” Brian told me.

Many who take on the position of President and CEO may be 
removed from the day-to-day operations. In Brian’s case, that 
could not be further from the truth. He explained that while 
examining whether Calavo was the right fit, the opportunity 
to be directly involved with employees and customers is what 
piqued his interest. 
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works to communicate a common 
message company-wide—one that 
Brian believes in wholeheartedly. 

“I spent a lot of time trying to get to know the people at 
Calavo, how they work, and what’s important to them. If 
you think about my personal values—drive, the everyday 
challenge, and variability—they’re very similar to Calavo’s 
values. Our proposition centers on stewardship and respect 
for people, again, showing up and trying to be our best selves 
every day.”

Respect, Brian reminded me, is the bottom line. “Our industry 
is a tumultuous one, and having the foresight to fill up our 
own cups while also pouring into those around us is a quality I 
believe we cannot live without.” 

“There’s so much we can celebrate and, frankly, there are 
some things we can cry about, too. That’s the beauty of 
the produce industry,” Brian stated. “A lot of my proudest 
moments surround the things I’ve accomplished with a team. I 
was fortunate to be able to help grow market share for several 
years in some of my previous roles, and that is something I 
look forward to continuing at Calavo.”

Brian echoed a sentiment that is dear to my heart and one of 
the first epiphanies I had about this industry: Produce people, 
despite being business competitors, will always be your biggest 
supporters.

“This is an industry where you might have to fight it out 
against each other in the daytime, but then you’ll go to your 
competitor’s weddings or you’ll send them a card for the birth 
of a child. You’ll be with them when they have a loss in their 
family,” he and I both agreed. “I love that fact about this 
industry. We’re hard competitors, but we’re very empathetic 
people.”

This idea ties back to the concept of respect. If we cannot 
recognize the pieces of ourselves that live within others, we 

will always 
be living a life that runs 
parallel to our families, friends, and coworkers, rather than 
experiencing the journey while intertwined. Calavo Growers 
simply would not exist without this interconnectedness, and 
Brian is one in the same.

“I am very excited about the people, the leaders, and the 
opportunity we have at Calavo. Our industry is evolving, 
keeping pace with the trends of healthy eating, convenience, 
clean labels, and organic food that’s good for you. We fit all of 
those trends,” Brian stated. “I look forward to helping Calavo 
continue to move forward. There’s still a lot of consumption 
we can drive both as an industry participant and as a global 
industry.”

We began this story with the word “courage.” It is something 
used often to describe someone who has overcome challenges 
and performed with fierce bravery. I’ve come to learn that 
Brian’s is the heart of a lion. And in this industry, that is 
a statement as rich as the fields of green gold held dear to 
Calavo’s core.

“Challenges range. I mean, heck, I’ve been through hurricanes, 
I’ve been through depressions, and now I’ve been through a 
pandemic,” Brian said with resolve. “It’s about working with 
your team on how to overcome those obstacles and somehow 
still provide value for your customers and be there for your 
employees. One thing I’ve learned is you certainly can’t do any 
of this alone.”

Fortunately for Brian, he does not have to. Calavo’s family 
is 4,000-strong and counting, with each and every member 
walking hand-in-hand toward a better version of themselves.

“I love the variability. Just when you think you’ve got a problem 
figured out or solution ready to go, then boom, something 
changes,” Brian voices. “Mother Nature changes, customers 
change, and you must live in the ‘now’ every minute of the day.”

Brian has clocked a lengthy 17 years in fresh produce, 
initially making his foray into this world through a finance 
role at Chiquita. He noted that his diverse background in 
telecommunications, banking, and finance is what prepared 
him to adopt the nimbleness required to survive and thrive in 
this industry.

“Produce is the combination of complexity and perishability,” 
Brian suggested. “It has been helpful to have a background in 
finance so I can understand profit and loss drivers and how to 
relate that impact to customer dynamics. Now, there were still 
a lot of things I needed to learn, but it did give me a jumpstart 
and prepared me for the demands that produce places on 
leaders.” 

I think we all have experienced the pressure that is inevitable 
when existing and working within the fresh produce space. 
Calavo has navigated these waters for nearly a century, with 
agricultural roots and grower relations running deep.

“When it comes to our long-tenured grower relationships that 
span 30 to 40 years, we no longer consider them business 
partners, but family members,” Brian relayed. “This concept 
of family extends not only to our employees, but to our supplier 

partners and customers. As far as I’m concerned, we have 
over 4,000 Calavo family members.”

Brian’s dedication to this statement is unwavering. 
He emphasized that the company is only as 

strong as the belief and trust of its people.

“Part of my responsibility in terms of 
setting strategy is understanding how 

to grow and provide great value to 
our customers,” he continued. “We 

cannot win unless our customers 
win. Additionally, we must drive 

these same values among our 
grower partners and employees. 
Their understanding of the 
worth and the proposition 
is paramount to our overall 
success.”

From company newsletters 
and town halls to a new 
rewards program, Calavo 
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3 Heirloom Tomatoes, diced and thinly sliced
2 radishes, thinly sliced
¼ cup fresh herbs, coarsely chopped
2 tsp capers 
8 dollops ricotta cheese
2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil
½ tsp salt
¼ tsp black pepper

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 4

1  Combine the diced tomatoes, sliced radish, herbs, and capers onto a plate.

2 Add dollops of ricotta.

3 Drizzle with the extra virgin olive oil. 

4  Season with salt and pepper.

5  Serve and enjoy! 

To learn more about D’Arrigo New 
York, visit www.darrigony.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

TOMATO SALAD WITH RICOTTA AND CAPERS

Tomatoes
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1 cup California Giant Berry Farms 
Blueberries

1 (15oz) can chickpeas, rinsed and 
drained

2 tbsp olive oil 
3 tbsp tahini 
Juice and zest of ½ large lemon
Splash of water
Sea salt 

Prep Time: 5 min
Cook Time: 5 min
Servings: 4

1  Place all ingredients into the blender or food processor and blend until 
smooth and creamy. 

2 Pour into a bowl, serve with your favorite dippable snacks, and enjoy!

To learn more about California Giant Berry Farms, visit www.calgiant.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

BLUEBERRY HUMMUS

California Giant Berry 
Farms Blueberries

R uby-red and full of flavor—what’s not to love about the 
fuzzy fruit that is the raspberry? With characteristics 
deemed magical by many cultures, this is one produce 

star shoppers find absolutely bewitching. For a fruitful season 
in the berry set, spotlight this otherworldly offering and see 
if shoppers can resist its allure. While I may be biased toward 
what is undeniably one of my favorite fruits, I can promise that 
the category is ripe with opportunity. Don’t believe me? I’ll leave 
it up to these category connoisseurs to change your mind…

By Peggy Packer
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Category Director of Berries, Oppy
Dean Barbis,

“Ocean Spray® is a powerful brand with powerful 
berries. With 96 percent brand awareness and high 
purchase intent, the Ocean Spray label stands out on 
the shelf because it’s been recognized as high-quality 
for decades. Ocean Spray Family Farmer Owned™ 
raspberries continue to grow in Central Mexico, the 
Baja peninsula, and California. While we grow our 
program, branded produce continues to dominate the 
produce snacking category, which is why we’re excited 
to be evolving into new varieties to build upon our 
tried-and-true, giving consumers bolder berry profiles. 
As one of the most recognizable produce brands, look 
to Ocean Spray’s 6 and 12 oz raspberry pack-styles to 
energize your produce sales.”

Product Marketing Manager, Driscoll’s
Grant Garbinski,

“Driscoll’s offers two high-flavor specialty raspberries 
that will elevate your consumer’s summer raspberry 
snacking—Sweetest Batch™ and Rosé Berries™. These 
raspberries go above and beyond delivering on the 
consumer’s number-one purchase driver of flavor. 
Packed with proprietary varieties exclusive to Driscoll’s, 
Sweetest Batch™ raspberries are grown to have off-
the-charts sweetness for a raspberry. They’re perfect 
for your customers to enjoy as summer snacks or for 
afternoon picnics—assuming they don’t eat them all on 
their way home from your stores. Rosé Berries™ are like 
a chilled glass of pink wine on a summer afternoon and 
are as delicious as the drink they’re named after. The 
only difference is that this is one rosé the whole family 
can enjoy. Although Driscoll’s Rosé Berries™ have a very 
exclusive and limited distribution, Driscoll’s Sweetest 
Batch™ raspberries are available across the country and 
throughout the entirety of the summer!”

Vice President of Marketing, Naturipe Farms
CarrieAnn Arias,

“Raspberry season brings great opportunities for 
retailers. We always suggest merchandisers catch 
shoppers’ eyes with a full berry patch display—and 
raspberries definitely play an integral part in the berry 
category! As summer approaches and the raspberries 
are at their peak in both flavor and volume, we urge 
retailers to highlight these delicious berries throughout 
the produce department to drive sales.”

Director of Bushberry Supply, California Giant Berry Farms
Markus Duran,

“Fresh raspberries from California Giant Berry Farms are 
available year-round! Our Adelita raspberry program out 
of Mexico is driving the supply to new heights, allowing 
for consistent, quality fruit to be available when and 
where our customers need it. Our raspberry acreage in 
Mexico has increased 25 percent year-over-year, with 
promising trial varieties in the pipeline. We’re also 
very excited about our 2022 raspberry program out of 
California—as we’ve increased acreage of the Kwanza 
variety by 200 percent. Kwanza has proven itself with its 
high yield, distinctly bright orange and red appearance, 
sweet flavor, and excellent shelf-life. Our customers love 
it, so we plant it!”

Director of Marketing, GEM-Pack Berries
Michelle Deleissegues,

“Raspberries are the delicate darlings of the berry 
patch, but more recent varieties are larger, more 
robust, and so very delicious. At GEM-Pack Berries, 
we are especially excited about the Adelita variety 
that produces strong volume from fall through spring, 
making it ideal for back-to-school promotions, winter 
holidays, as well as all the big berry promotions in 
spring and summer. Raspberries have a special sweet 
and tart balance unlike any other berry, which amplifies 
and intensifies both sweet and savory foods. Retail 
rings for raspberries have been on a steady incline, 
and they’ve become a key player on the berry patch 
team. The health benefits of raspberries are not always 
as well-touted as some of the other berries, but don’t 
forget they are little powerhouses too—rich in fiber, 
vitamin C, folate, B vitamins, and other nutrients.”
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I t’s been said that 
the way to someone’s 
heart is through their 
stomach. 

 
As a food lover, I wholeheartedly agree. However, 
more recently, I have seen the inverse becoming 
a reality across the grocery aisles, especially in the 
produce department: The fastest way to someone’s 
stomach is through their heart.

What does this mean? As shoppers have become 
more in tune with the ethos of companies they are 
buying products from, research shows they are more 
inclined to purchase foods certified by third-party 
organizations. This gives them assurance that brands 
are meeting environmental, workforce, sustainability, 
and other standards.

I’ll provide myself as an example.

The other day, I was perusing my local Raley’s for 
snacking tomatoes. Now, let me tell you, I am a sucker 
for eye-catching packaging, and there was one box that 
had just that. However, next to it was a simply designed 
paperboard box with a prominent Fair Trade Certified™ 
seal on the front. Looking between the two, my eyes 
said “go with the pretty packaging,” but my heart said, 

“spend the extra $1 to support sustainability, farmers, 
workers, and responsible business practices.”

In the end, the Fair Trade tomatoes made it into  
my basket.

While companies do not need certifications or logos 
to promote social and environmental responsibility, 
shoppers increasingly look for these symbols to confirm 
their principles are being met.

 
A recent survey found 

that 80 percent of consumers 
would feel more positively about a 

brand if it started carrying the Fair Trade 
mark alone. Likewise, 73 percent would pay more for a 
product to ensure the producers were paid a fair price; 
some prepared to pay up to 43 percent more per pound 
of bananas for that guarantee*.

Additionally, 20 percent of shoppers in North America 
and 35 percent of consumers globally ranked 

“sustainably sourced” as a critical attribute, with 19 
percent in North America and 30 percent worldwide 
saying they would pay a premium for products that 
offered that quality**.

This trend has only increased as consumers have  
become more aware of and educated on social and 
environmental issues.

Growers, give yourself an edge by letting buyers know 
where you are taking unique action. Retailers, appeal 
to your shoppers’ hearts and minds with third-party 
certified products featuring prominent labeling and eye-
catching signage in the produce aisle. And, in turn, they 
will open their wallets.

* **
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filling

1 ½ packages (16 oz each) Driscoll’s 
Strawberries, hulled and quartered

2 cups heavy cream
1 tsp vanilla extract
¼ cup sugar

shortcake

10 tbsp chilled unsalted butter, cut into 
small pieces, plus more for pans

3½ cups all-purpose flour
½ cup granulated sugar
1 tbsp baking powder
1 tsp baking soda
¼ tsp salt
1¾ cups heavy cream

Prep Time: 40 min
Cook Time: 25 min
Servings: 8

1 Preheat oven to 375° F.

2 Grease insides of 3 (8") round cake pans with butter.

3 To make dough, mix flour, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, and salt in a 
food processor or large bowl.

4 Add butter and pulse or cut in with a pastry blender until mixture resembles 
coarse crumbs.

5 Add heavy cream and pulse or stir with a fork, just until moistened. Do not 
over mix.

6 Transfer dough to a lightly floured surface. Gather dough into a large ball and 
gently knead until smooth, about 5 turns.

7 Divide dough into 3 equal pieces. Press each piece of dough into a prepared 
cake pan. Spread dough to edges and make it as smooth as possible.

8 Bake 25 minutes, or until golden.

9 Cool 5 minutes, then transfer to wire racks to cool completely.

10 To make filling, beat heavy cream and vanilla extract with an electric mixer 
until soft peaks form. Add sugar while beating and continue to beat just until 
stiff peaks form.

11 Place one cake layer on a serving plate and top evenly with about one third of 
strawberries and about one third of whipped cream. Repeat for the next two 
layers, leaving a 1" border around edges on the top layer.

12 Top with remaining strawberries in a mound. Serve immediately and enjoy!

To learn more about Driscoll’s, visit www.driscolls.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

CLASSIC STRAWBERRY SHORTCAKE

Driscoll’s Strawberries
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6 Ocean Spray® Strawberries, sliced
12 Ocean Spray Raspberries 
24 Ocean Spray Blueberries
2 (32 oz) containers of vanilla 

yogurt
½ cup coconut flakes 

Prep Time: 15 min
Freeze Time: 4–6 hrs
Servings: 12

1  Stir yogurt until smooth. 

2 Pour yogurt onto a large baking sheet lined with parchment paper and spread evenly.

3 Add berries and coconut flakes. 

4 Freeze for 4–6 hours.

5 Remove and break into pieces.

6 Serve or store in freezer. 

Tip: Enjoy all summer long for a sensible, sweet, and easy snack.

To learn more about Ocean Spray® Berries, visit www.oppy.com/oceanspray

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

OCEAN SPRAY ® BERRY BARK

Ocean Spray® Berries

lease, have some possibilities with  
your potatoes.

It is no secret that value-added has been 
the tag to showcase in recent years, but the 
kind of “value” that distinction indicates 
may require a broader definition with packs 
like the EarthFresh® Castaways program.

Not only is the bag convenient and 
appealing to the eye, it is compostable  
and, therefore, as bio-friendly as the 
contents inside—perfectly good potatoes 
that might have added to food waste if  
not for Castaways.

Going beyond preparation and convenience 
to values of the head and heart, the 
materials making up this offering hush the 
cognitive dissonance in shoppers’ minds 
as they walk away with all the positive 
attributes of a bag without the baggage. 
Meanwhile, it displays the story of how 
many billions of pounds of food are tossed 
away annually.

EarthFresh has produced a complete 
package to broaden the value of both the 
bagged category at retail and the potato 
offerings. And doing so with both function 
and fashion by its side. 

Sleek and stark among others of its kind, 
the Castaways bag utilizes every square 
inch with enticing info and story, yet is not 
too cluttered in maximizing the space it 
holds. And its siblings—a bio-based line of 
mesh bags derived from plants and other 
renewable agricultural, marine, and forestry 
materials—help complete a practical and 
attractive full-circle of sustainability.

With several options in the line, the 
possibilities as our industry strives to set 
and exceed truly sustainable standards 
clearly reach from the soil to the stars.

So, as consumers shop increasingly with  
their hearts, let’s revisit how we define  
value-added.

A Closer Look at 
EarthFresh®  
Castaways Program
By Melissa De Leon Chavez

86 / JUNE 2022 THESNACK.NET / 87

OFF THE SHELF

CLOSE



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

I have to admit, writing for The Snack feels like 
therapy sometimes. If only I could lie on the couch 
and type at the same time. Well, I suppose my 
Mac will have to be my therapist, along with those 

reading this.

So “Doc,” let me share one of my frustrations with 
clients, candidates…and myself. It’s what I call the 

“Catch 22.” As executive search consultants, we 
experience this every so often and in various ways. 
For example, it just happened with some of my clients. 
Let’s call them Sammy and Dean.
 
These two and their team have built a fantastically 
successful business. You know, the type where you say, 

“Why didn’t I do that?!” Well, they did do that, and they 
work hard—they are always busy. Too busy, actually, 
and it’s taken a toll. So, Sammy called me a month 
or so ago and explained they needed to hire a new 
person. One who is capable of learning the business, 
taking on an increasing amount of responsibility, and 

could ultimately run the company in two to three years. 
Without a doubt, a major role! 
 
Suffice it to say, we found them an excellent candidate. 
They loved him on paper and even more so during and 
after the first video-based interview. The candidate’s 
interest was moving in the right direction too, and after 
a successful second video call, it was time for the third 
interview to take place face-to-face at the company’s 
headquarters. But, week one was too busy to bring 
them in.

Week two was also too busy. And so was week three. The 
clock is ticking. Great people can get hired quickly. 

“Rex, we really like this guy and need someone like him, 
but we’re too busy to spend a couple hours with him 
and then go to dinner,” shared Sammy.

So, here it is, Catch 22: Doing X will make you less busy 
and more productive, but you’re too busy to do X.

I’m going to press pause right there. Jobseekers, or I 
should say potential jobseekers, do the same thing. “I 
really want to find a new job, but I’m too busy to (work 
on my resume, look for a new job, go through the 
process, speak with an executive search consultant, 
etc.)” The list goes on.
 
Before I move on, let me admit to being guilty of the 
SAME DARN THING! There, I said it. I have “Catch-22-
itus” too. We need to hire a new salesperson and have 
some great candidates. But, I’m too busy to take the 
next steps. Ironically, these are the same steps we are 
taking for our clients every day.

Catch 22: 
It’s So Darn 
Tough!

So, if you happen to find yourself with a case of 
Catch 22-itus, while not a therapist, I do have some 
remedies for this particular affliction: 

 
1. Prioritize  

Move the big rocks and work down to the sand. 
This is an area where I’m particularly challenged. 
I want to do everything, and my obsessiveness 
likes getting rid of all the small stuff first. The 
problem is that the small stuff continually flows 
in by the minute. Emails drive me nuts—or 
perhaps it’s just having clutter in my inbox that 
does it  

2. Be Proactive  
Don’t wait for a fire you have to run and put 
out. This is a big issue in produce; owners and 
managers run from fire to fire all day long. I think 
we like the adrenaline rush, even though we 
complain about not getting enough done. We 
put out the fires, but oftentimes don’t get the 
other stuff addressed before there’s another fire, 
yet we aren’t looking to install a sprinkler system  

Listen, we all run into these Catch 22 situations 
throughout life, and I wish I had the perfect solution. 
What I will share with you is what I’ve observed that’s 
worked for others and myself.

Founder and President, 
Joe Produce Search℠

Rex Lawrence, 

Joe Pro Resumes™ is a professional resume writing 
service. Our approach to resumes is based on 
decades of studying the resume audience and how 
best to communicate throughout the review and 
decision sequence. We have written hundreds of 
resumes for professionals in the produce business 

in addition to various 
related sectors. We begin 
with the end in mind.

Joe Produce Search℠ is the Executive 
Search division of Joe Produce. 
Placements range from C-level to sales 
and middle management throughout 
North America, covering a wide range 
of businesses and departments. 
Share your needs and objectives, and 
we’ll share our process and solution.

JoeProResumes.com

3. Delegate  
The only way we’re going to get this stuff done  
is by trusting and involving our people. Case in  
point, Julie Marcik, our Senior Director, is  
awesome. “Rex, give it to me. Let me handle 
it.” Here I am, watching our clients do this and—
again—I’m doing the same darn thing  

4. Get Creative  
Figure out a way to get it done. If the traditional  
way is not working, create a new one. For example, 
we’re spread thin right now, and I’ve delegated 
(thank you, team!). However, I still have not called 
a potentially solid candidate that has been in my 
inbox. So, I have decided to get creative: We are 
going to make them an offer that is contingent 
upon their references checking out

 

Employers, it can take 12-plus weeks to find a great 
candidate to fit your team, culture, and objectives. Don’t 
start a search at the last minute! When your search 
consultant has a great candidate for you, move on them. 
They don’t grow on trees, although they may deal with 
the fruit that does.
 
Jobseekers, see that 12-plus weeks above? Great jobs 
that fit you can take just as long, even in this labor 
market. Have your resume ready and connect with a 
search consultant. It’s 100 percent confidential! Plant 
the seeds now to harvest later.
 
Rex, note to self: Practice what you preach! Now, off to 
write an offer letter.
 
Thanks, Doc, I feel so much better! 

Send me the bill.  

88 / JUNE 2022 THESNACK.NET / 89

VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY VOICES OF THE INDUSTRY



CECILIA FLORES PAEZ
Head of Marketing, North America, T&G Global

MY FAVORITE THINGS

There are many colorful souls in this world, but some burst forth 
with beautifully vibrant hues. Such is the case for Cecilia Flores 
Paez, whose infectious love for the emerald hills of New Zealand 

and the atmospheric headiness of coffee and French pastries mark 
her as a connoisseur of color. Travel through beautiful scenery 

here with us as we walk through Cecilia’s favorite things…

Lasting 
Friendships

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

Mom’s Cooking

Ballet

Weekend 
Getaways

Walks

Envy™ Apples

Tennis

Nature

Creative Pursuits

With Anne Allen

Her signature 
recipes enjoyed 
with family 
over a Sunday 
lunch remind 
me of Italy and 
Argentina.

Getting together with 
old friends over good 
ground coffee, freshly 
squeezed orange 
juice, and authentic 

French croissants.

I love to watch 
classic and 
contemporary 
productions 
delivered with 
skill and passion.   

A place to escape and 
recharge, especially in New 
Zealand’s forests or seeing 
a California sunset.

There’s nothing like playing 
tennis on clay on a sunny day. 

I enjoy art, creativity, and 
design. I can easily spend 
hours lost in art galleries.   

I love early morning 
walks when traveling 
to cities I’ve never 
been to before.

Snacking on 
fresh Envy 
apples with a 
bit of caramel 
and pecan 
nuts—wins 
every time! 

Now that my husband and I live 
in the U.S., they add a sense of 
adventure and exploration.

By Melissa De Leon Chavez

Grapes are storied and singular, conjuring up vivid 
images from the way they grow to the flavor they 
promise. Shining, influential, and iconic, this is a 

category we eat up literally and figuratively. But, knowledge is 
power, especially when it comes to selling, and there is much 
yet to discover about the ever evolving grape category. So, 
what should we know about this fruit we think we have all 
the facts on? Explore just that with the California Table Grape 
Commission in the following pages… 
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Coachella Valley
The California table grape season 
begins in late spring when the 
first grapes are harvested in the 
Coachella Valley

350
Average days of sun annually:

81°
Average annual temperature:

Source | California Table Grape Commission

San Joaquin Valley
In late June to early July, the 
California grape harvest starts in 
the San Joaquin Valley

270
Average days of sun annually:

70°
Average annual temperature:

CALIFO
R

N
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CALIFO
R

N
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More than 330 table grape growing operations

Research indicates that consuming grapes as 
part of a healthy diet and lifestyle contributes to 
heart health. Grapes also contribute to immune, 
brain, colon, eye, and skin health

1 Primary shipper ages 25–73 who have purchased fresh grapes within past three months

330+

MayJan Feb Mar Apr Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

92% of primary shoppers1 prefer 
California grapes when priced the 
same as imports

73% prefer 
California 

grapes even 
when priced 

higher
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94 hen in search 
of comfort, I 

often look to 
the outdoors; I 

believe this is why 
agriculture has 

had such a draw for 
me. Connecting with 

the earth is one of 
the ways I choose to 

practice spirituality, and it is a place of 
discovery and growth for many.

In my neighborhood, there is a small, 
serene pond across the road from my 
home that has brought peace to my 
mind more times than I can count. Each 
time I walk away from the water, I am 
reinvigorated with a fresh perspective 
that can happen at the drop of a dime. 
As the sun sets on a quiet Saturday 
evening, I sit crisscross along the bank 
of stones, where, just below me lies my 
reflection at the pond’s edge. A bright 
orange leaf suddenly falls from the 
tree above, landing on the surface and 
disrupting the clear vision in front of me. 

Though a minute happenstance that 
often occurs in nature, this small, 
otherwise insignificant event, serves 
as a reminder of how quickly the quiet 
and safe little bubble that we deem our 

“comfort zone” can be altered. And it is 
up to us to adapt the flow of the waves 
that follow. 

Elyse Lipman is one leader in the 
industry with the ability to reshape 
their own comfort zone. She is not 
the leaf falling upon still water in this 
picture, but the central current, finding 
solace within the everyday challenges 
of agriculture, and channeling those 
hurdles to build upon Lipman Family 
Farms’ success in the fresh produce 
biz. With steadfast ambition and a 
knack for strategic development, it’s no 
surprise that the Chief Strategy Officer 
at Lipman Family Farms has mastered 
navigating the churning tides of the 
supply-side.

“As Chief Strategy Officer, my 
focus is on making sure we don’t 
remain comfortable,” Elyse remarks, 
immediately demonstrating how she 
has guided the provider into uncharted 
waters to achieve impressive growth. 

“Sometimes success can be your biggest 
obstacle. My role is about helping our 

teams think differently about market 
opportunities, competitors, and 
customers, all with an eye on the long-
term—not just for tomorrow, but for 
generations to come.”

Growing up visiting the family farms 
with her grandfather, Elyse has a 
ground-level understanding of what 
it takes to succeed as a supplier, but 
she didn’t initially set out with the 
intention of establishing a career in 
agriculture. What truly sparked her 
interest was the way technology seemed 
to be transforming industries and global 
markets, fundamentally changing 
business models.

“So much is changing across the fresh 
produce supply chain, and it’s important 

to understand the rapidly evolving 
landscape that affects our business, from 
new technologies to consumer tastes to 
global market trends,” imparts Elyse. 

“As a vertically integrated produce 
supply company, Lipman can explore 
these changes in real-time. Unlike 
other companies that may be focused 
on one particular part of the supply 
chain, Lipman’s vertical model means 
we can test and iterate new products, 
technologies, and processes from seed to 
shelf.”

One of the many ways in which Lipman 
Family Farms is utilizing high-tech 
advancements to bolster its standing in 
the industry is showcased by its growth 
in the protected agriculture sector, 
which has significantly diversified and 

As Chief Strategy Officer, my 
focus is on making sure we 
don’t remain comfortable.

ELYSE LIPMAN,
CHIEF STRATEGY OFFICER,

LIPMAN FAMILY FARMS
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expanded its portfolio of tomatoes, 
peppers, cucumbers, squash, and more.

“What’s happening in the protected ag 
space is elevating the entire industry. 
The technology has the potential to 
tackle challenges across a wide range of 
growing environments, with implications 
through the entire supply chain. At 
Lipman Family Farms, we’re not just 
embracing new tech for tech’s sake, but 
applying the right technology where and 
when it makes sense economically,” Elyse 
notes. “With our origins in farming, 
we’ve always embraced tools that help 
us manage resources and improve 
the quality of our produce, all while 
securing better options and prices for our 
customers. Technology does just that. It’s 
central to what kind of company Lipman 
has always been.”

It is this unwavering dedication, paired 
with an unshakeable pride in its 
products and grower network, that has 
maintained the company’s standing 
as a premier provider of fresh produce 
for over 80 years. The Lipman Family 
Farms operation maintains a strong 
culture, one that has traversed the 
tumultuous waves of the fresh produce 
industry for decades, continually 
happening upon new territory with 
untapped opportunities for its brand. 

But one does not set off into the vast 
and open sea without a map, or at the 

very least, a plan. With a distinct 
vision for long-term growth, Elyse 
is no different, continuing the 
family-owned company’s tradition 
of achieving success in the present 
while implementing ambitious 
strategies that will propel Lipman 
into new channels of growth for 
future generations.

“As one of North America’s largest 
supply platforms of fresh tomatoes 
and vegetables, Lipman is unique,” 
Elyse chimes. “The company has 
come a long way from its origins as 
Florida farmers decades ago, and I 
see a lot of runway ahead. We know 
how to be agile while simultaneously 
building for the long-term. The 
landscape may change, but Lipman 
will continue to adapt. It’s in our 
DNA to grow and deliver fresh 
produce, and we’ll continue to 
figure out the best way to serve 
our customers and meet consumer 
demands as they evolve.”

When asked what drives her passion 
for growing Lipman Family Farms 
while also supporting the people 
who make its operation possible, 
Elyse keeps it simple. 

“They are one and the same. What 
drives my passion for growing 
Lipman is the people,” she tells me 
with pride.  

Across its entire grower network, which 
spans from the United States to regions 
in Canada and Mexico, the purveyor 
maintains a people-first mentality, 
treating everyone like family whether 
they were born into the Lipman name 
or not. 

“I am incredibly proud to work for 
Lipman,” notes Elyse. “There is true 
camaraderie and matched ambition 
between our teams that can excite 
anyone. The practical ingenuity and 
nimble approach to our business are 

what make our company and our people 
good from the ground up.”

The success of its associates is imperative 
to Lipman Family Farms’ growth, and 
having an experienced and top-notch 
team certainly offers a strong foundation 
and allows the company to remain on 
the leading edge of the produce industry. 
With Elyse at the helm, there are a sea of 
opportunities for the entire operation.  

If you ask the influential leader what the 
most crucial aspect of her role as Chief 

Strategy Officer is, she will confidently 
respond: To challenge the status quo. 
Don’t stay comfortable.

Far too often, we let fear control the way 
we make decisions, taking to our sails 
like a gusty wind and steering us off of 
the course we initially set out on. But a 
conversation with this fearless industry 
ace will quickly remind you that oceans 
are meant to be crossed, and sometimes, 
the discomfort caused by those surging 
waves is a transcendent sign that you are 
headed in the right direction.

We know how to be agile 
while simultaneously 
building for the long-

term. The landscape may 
change, but Lipman will 

continue to adapt.

So much is changing across the 
fresh produce supply chain, and  
it’s important to understand the 
rapidly evolving landscape that  
affects our business, from new  

technologies to consumer tastes to  
global market trends.
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MICHELLE DELEISSEGUES
Director of Marketing, GEM-Pack Berries

MY FAVORITE THINGS

Ours is an industry of priorities. Much like proverbial ducks, 
they will do anything but stay in their intended row. Amid the 

chaos, Michelle Deleissegues has always been at the head of the 
flock. Clear, organized, and ready to keep all the ducks in line, 
what are some of the favorite things that keep this leading lady 

on course? Find out below!

Farmers Markets

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

Wildflowers

Travel

Campfires and 
Cocktails

Family Adventures

Gardening

Learning

My Fur Girls

Baking with 
Berries

With Melissa De Leon Chavez

Beautiful, strong, and 
grow where they land.

A great way to kick off the 
weekend. A couple friends and I 
have a beach workout, then head 
to the market; California has 
flowers and abundant produce 
year-round.

At 19, I spent a summer traveling 
Europe with a close Swedish 
friend. Once that travel bug bites, 
you have to keep wandering.

My dogs keep me smiling, 
although they do present some 
work-from-home interruptions 
and challenges!

As the sixth of seven 
kids, I was taught 
to be self-sufficient. 

Now, I thrive with 
new projects and 
challenges.

Berries make every dish 
beautiful, delicious, and 
more nutritious. As the 
family baker, I can add 
more flavor with less guilt!

My kids and I love getting 
outside and exploring: 
hiking, paddleboarding, 
fly-fishing, and traveling.

What’s better than 
hanging out with friends 
on warm, starry nights?

My dad and I planted a veggie 
garden when I was about eight. 

I’ve been hooked ever since.
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5 cups Nature’s Bounty Organic Red or 
Gold Potatoes, unpeeled and cubed

1 lb Nature’s Bounty Organic Asparagus, 
washed and trimmed

½ cup Mayan Sweet Onion, chopped 
1 cup cucumber, peeled and chopped
1 cup cherry tomatoes, sliced
¾ cup yellow bell pepper, chopped
¾ cup orange bell pepper, chopped
1 (6 oz) can large olives, drained and sliced

dressing 
¼ cup seasoned rice vinegar
2 tbsp canola oil
¼ tsp salt
⅛ tsp freshly ground black pepper

Prep Time: 20 min
Cook Time: 20 min
Servings: 12

1 Combine dressing ingredients in a bowl; stir with a whisk. Set aside.

2 In a large pot, place cubed red and gold potatoes. Cover with water, add 
½ tsp salt and bring to a boil. Reduce heat, and simmer 8 minutes or until 
tender; drain. Set potatoes aside in a large bowl to cool slightly.

3 While the potatoes are cooking, bring another large pot of water to boil. Drop 
in the asparagus and cook for 2–3 minutes. Quickly remove from the water 
and set aside to cool. Once cool, cut the asparagus into 2–3" pieces.

4 Add the dressing to the potatoes, tossing gently to coat. Stir in asparagus, 
cucumber, and remaining ingredients; toss well. Cover and chill before 
serving. Enjoy!

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

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

SUMMER BREEZE POTATO SALAD

Nature’s Bounty 
Potatoes and Asparagus

If there’s one thing shoppers 
can bond over, it’s a longing 
remembrance of their favorite 

childhood snacks. Some iconic 
flavors are fleeting and no longer 
available for a nostalgic indulgence; 
others are within arm’s reach on the 
grocery shelves. But, looking at the 
nutrition facts with a grown-up eye 
can sway consumers to quickly ditch 
the idea.

Luckily, Divine Flavor has 
Jellyberries™ grapes, a sweet 
solution for shoppers searching for 
the health-forward version of an old-
school favorite: grape jelly.

While many of us used to slather 
our PB&Js with the sugary nectar, 

A Closer Look at  
Divine Flavor 
Jellyberries™ Grapes
By Jenna Plasterer

better-for-you products now rule 
the day. So, consumers can indulge 
in this fresh-forward option instead. 
With a taste reminiscent of Concord 
grapes, each globe offers a burst 
of jam flavor that will transport 
shoppers back to the good old days 
without guilt.

Due to their rich essence, the 
variety is not only a refreshing 
treat to enjoy by itself, but the 
perfect accompaniment to yogurt, 
pastries, or mixed with peanut 
butter in a mouthwatering breakfast 
bowl. Meaning, there are ample 
merchandising and promotional 
opportunities for Jellyberries in the 
produce aisle and beyond.

Exclusively produced for Divine 
Flavor by Grupo Alta, Jellyberries 
are grown primarily organic and 
are non-GMO. Organic Jellyberries 
are available May–June and August–
September. Their conventional 
counterparts are in season 
December–February and April, and 
both come in 1 lb clamshells and 
variable weight bags.

So, break out the scrunchies, pop 
in your favorite cassette, and 
switch on MTV, because the spirit 
of throwback snacking lives on in 
this innovative, modern-day variety, 
and your shoppers are going to 
want a taste.
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Near the horn of South America, a cabin boy 
dreamed of gold. 

Only 14 years old, Thomas Cyle Mathison didn’t 
know that his journey from Scotland to San Francisco, 
California, meant he was about to arrive to the Gold Rush 
20 years late. On this 1860s ship bound for the Americas, 
he was dreaming at a larger-than-life pace, and as the bow 
carved through the sea, it didn’t matter if gold lay at the end 
of his journey. 

What mattered was that he started the journey to begin with.

Several sliced fresh Bobalu 
Strawberries

Your favorite Champagne or prosecco
Silicone Popsicle® mold

strawberry simple syrup

1 lb fresh or frozen Bobalu 
Strawberries

2 cups water
1 cup sugar

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 15 min
Freeze Time: 8 hrs
Servings: 5

1 Place whole berries, water, and sugar into saucepan and simmer on low for 
10–15 minutes until fully combined to make simple syrup.

2 Cool mixture completely in the saucepan. Once cooled, strain berries and 
keep clear syrup in the fridge.

3 Place sliced berries into the bottom of each Popsicle mold.

4 Fill mold halfway up with Champagne.

5 Fill the remaining half with simple syrup.

6 Add more sliced berries on top if  there is room.

7 Freeze for about 8 hours, or until solid.

8 To serve, remove from mold and place each Popsicle into a wine glass 
partially filled with Champagne or drink of  choice. Enjoy!

Note: For a non-alcoholic version, combine 1 cup plain yogurt with 1 cup orange juice 
instead of Champagne.

To learn more about Bobalu, visit www.bobaluberries.com

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

BOOZY STRAWBERRY POPSICLES ®

Bobalu Strawberries
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“If you skip a week at the end, you’re 
losing a lot of dollars to your category. 
The consumer has really come to 
know that Moon cherries are the 
finale to cherry season.  Essentially, 
we save the best for last,” Kyle 
outlines. “The brand has a lot of 
momentum with both the consumer 
and the retailer because the 
mystique of Moon cherries is 
only available in August and 
September.”

A finale worthy 
of applause 
promises to 
be epic—
and it comes 
down to 
romancing  
the trees. 

“World Famous is our 
journey, one where we 
will never fully reach the 
destination. I’m always striving to 
make the product better by romancing 
the trees,” Kyle emphasizes.

I often wonder how many of us would 
consider adding “legend” to our resumes. 

Kyle Mathison sits across from me in his 
signature overalls, trading quick words 
with his sons Tate and West as they flit 
in and out of the office. He wouldn’t look 
out of place sitting next to his great-
grandfather, both of their sights set on 
gold and land. He’s exactly the type of 
man who deserves to add such a bold 
word to his character, and one who’s 
dared to live up to the connotations 
associated with it.

One might associate the legends of old 
with the revolutions they sparked, and 
in Kyle’s case, his revolution came in 
the form of growing fruit with less harm 
done to the environment. 

“I always wanted to be a revolutionary,” 
Kyle tells me, laughing a bit as he 
recounts his signature look from the 
’60s and ’70s, long hair and all. “The 
revolution I thought I could lead was in 
the way we grow fruit, and I wanted to 
do it more organically.”

Revolutionizing this space wasn’t 
easy, as Kyle recounts, likening it to 
balancing the ugly baby with the beast. 
The ugly baby, in Kyle’s brilliant and 

somewhat irreverent use of metaphor, 
is the byproduct of innovation. It’s 
the mistakes we make as we search for 
excellence. Kyle directs me to a fitting 
example: the first organic pears he ever 
grew. They might not have been pretty, 
but they drove him toward feeding the 
second half of his metaphor—the beast. 

The beast is the business. It’s the 
nuts and bolts of the day to day, and 
sometimes it rushes the growth of 
innovation because it needs sustenance. 

You may laugh at the descriptor, but we 
all know that innovation isn’t always 
pretty. It requires resolve, spirit, and grit. 
The question we often ask ourselves is 
this: What do you need to transform the 
ugliness of innovation into brilliance? 

You need guts, is the instinctive answer. 
You need a legend. 

Just a little bit higher. Just a little bit higher. 

Perhaps this was the refrain Kyle 
chanted to himself as he trekked 2,600 
feet above sea level in search of the land 
needed for his high-altitude orchards. 
The differential that this land would 
soon afford A Half Mile Closer to the 

The best cherries are going to 
come from where they naturally 
want to grow in nature, and we 
found the higher elevation made 

for the type of cherry that’s 
going to kick in a consumer’s 

‘caveman instinct.’

The only way to 
have a sustainable, 

competitive 
advantage is to do 
something nobody 

else will do.

Kyle Mathison, 
4th Generation Cherry Grower, Stemilt

“

“

“

“

creating an organic compost that is best 
likened to a witch’s brew—as Kyle shares 
with me. 

“I romance the trees,” is how Kyle 
phrases it. “I gain the trust of the 
environment so that my two sons can 
romance the telephone, the computer, 
and the pig iron.”

Romancing the trees is an apt 
description of the process behind A 
Half Mile Closer to the Moon cherries. 
Farming with the moon reads like a love 
letter to the environment, and it’s one 
Kyle has been penning far longer than I 
have been writing. 

“I think we probably farm much 
differently than anybody else. Growing 
the compost in the ground with the new 
moon, when the lunar gravitational pull 
is strongest on the Earth—that’s what 
makes our Moon cherries kick off that 
primitive instinct,” Kyle emphasizes. 

“We can harvest cherries any day when 
they are ripe, but the best cherries are 
harvested during the full moon because 
the lunar gravitational force pulls the 
sugars, aromatics, flavors, and firmness 
up from the roots into the fruit.” 

Not everyone could do it, I think to 
myself, making notes about Kyle’s 
compost that he likens to a “rich organic 
soup,” one that has been brewed under 
five months of snow—which keeps the 
soil temperatures nice and warm. Up 
at 3,500 feet, Stemilt’s highest farming 
elevation yet, the compost percolates like 
a rich amino acid brew. 

Not everyone could bring this level of 
romance to a part of farming some may 
take for granted, but, then again, not 
everyone is World Famous. 

Retailers in turn have come to learn a 
lesson that pertains to this World Famous 
motto: every week in cherries matters.

“One guy who bought our cherries came 
back on the train all the way from New 
York City. He said, ‘I had to see where 
these cherries come from, because when 
they’re on the auction floor, they shine 
like rubies,’” Kyle recalls.

The Napa Valley of the cherry  
world indeed. 

Legends in 
the Making

Moon® cherries is something that’s 
become near-mythical in its proportions. 

“We transformed a pine forest into a 
cherry forest,” Kyle says, speaking of 
the acreage in Wenatchee, Washington. 

“The best cherries are going to come 
from where they naturally want to grow 
in nature, and we found the higher 
elevation made for the type of cherry 
that’s going to kick in a consumer’s 
‘caveman instinct,’ as I like to call it. I 
want the cherries to click in the most 
primitive part of the human brain. If a 
caveman had good fruit, he went back 
to the same bush to get it. What I get up 
in the morning to do is build memories 
in our consumers. When they eat my 
cherries, they’re going to say, ‘That was 
the best fruit I ever ate.’”

Stemilt’s A Half Mile Closer to the 
Moon cherries, now in their 10th year, 
are kicking in this instinct for those 
who try them, and it is thanks to Kyle’s 
steadfast determination that they’ve 
been brought to market. 

A fourth-generation farmer on 
Stemilt Hill, Kyle’s belief in the ugly 
baby is partially responsible for the 
differentiating factors that are Moon 
cherries. The lengths he went to execute 
the vision included digging miles of 
ditches to lay pipelines to irrigate the soil 
with water from the Columbia River and 

Romancing 
the trees

The “World Famous Fruit” adage goes 
back generations, and Kyle’s pride in 
producing fruit that garners such a 
distinction is a palpable thing. 

“The only way to have a sustainable, 
competitive advantage is to do 
something nobody else will do,” he 
says, sharing details of Stemilt’s earlier 
days. “That was when I said, ‘It’s got 
to be our location. We need to paint 
ourselves as the Napa Valley of the 
cherry business.’ This unique climate, 
the higher temperature days where it 
gets really warm and all of the sugars 
get into the leaves, and then the cold 
nights that shock the trees and push the 
sugars into the fruit. It’s like Mother 
Nature is kissing each of these cherries 
with sweetness.”

The location figured prominently all 
the way back in 1964 when Kyle’s 
father, Tom, got serious about investing 
in a cold chain from the tree to the 
consumer—especially as Stemilt was 
looking to send its cherries to Hunts 
Point Produce Market in New York City. 

“They Shine 
Like Rubies”

The 10th anniversary of A Half 
Mile Closer to the Moon cherries 
is a remarkable feat in a long list of 
accomplishments. Although Kyle jokes 
that experimenting with organics 
meant he created more than his fair 
share of ugly babies, I know he sees 
himself as a pillar of all that Stemilt 
has accomplished. 

A Glimpse 
Into the 
Future
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the legacy so I can continue 
romancing my trees. That’s 
what I want to do, all the way 
to the bottom line: continue 
to make a better product and 
build a better memory and 
trust with our consumers,”  
he affirms.

last year, Kyle 
is very much in the 

mix at Stemilt. He is still 
running and working his orchards, 

and that’s what he’s most excited to 
continue. He knows he’s leaving the 
business and the executive side of things 
in good hands, as he passes the figurative 
cherry branch down to his sons. 

“I have so much confidence in West and 
Tate, that they’re going to continue 

“It’s not official, but I feel like I’m the 
spirit of Stemilt. You’ve got to have that 
person willing to roll the dice on new 
stuff, willing to try and raise cherries 
where no man’s ever gone before. That’s 
me,” he says with a smile. “I want to 
be the innovative one. I’ve traveled a 
lot, and the places I find most unique 
are locations like Machu Picchu, where 
these civilizations had this revolutionary 
spirit and worked with Mother Nature. I 
feel that same spirit inside of me.”

Although he officially retired as Vice 
President of Research and Development 

It’s not official, but I feel like I’m 
the spirit of Stemilt. You’ve got to 
have that person willing to roll the 
dice on new stuff, willing to try and 
raise cherries where no man’s ever 

gone before. That’s me. 

“

“

A living legend, a mystical 
moon-man, a farmer who has 

a go-to concoction of organic 
compost: all of these I could easily 

attribute to Kyle Mathison. But 
what sticks with me the most is this 

idea of destiny, this spirit of Stemilt that 
traveled to the Americas and would 
one day resonate in the heart of a man 
dedicated to making the food we eat as 
beautiful as possible. It may be Kyle’s 
proclamation, but the cherries support 
his words with a truth of their own. 

Stemilt’s cherries are spirits, too—and 
they would not be here without a man 
such as Kyle to guide them.

The Spirit of 
Stemilt

107

Control is an illusion today’s world 
is bent on breaking. Between 
difficulties in obtaining consistent 

supply, rising cost inputs, manic 
weather, and a historic pandemic, 
preparation has been the only method 
amid life’s madness.

To give back a measure of mastery, as 
well as assist in a sustainable, circular 
packing solution, IFCO has served 
the industry with a reusable option 
that recycles itself and redistributes 
to ensure dependability for 30 years. 
Candice Herndon, President of IFCO 
North America, stepped in to guard 
that mission at one of the most 

challenging times to do so—January 
of 2021. 

The aftershocks of 2020 were rippling 
throughout the supply chain, and 
the impacts of a year made up of 
shutdowns were beginning to solidify. 
Amid all this, Candice took the helm. 
Calm and collected, she offers a 
strong foundation as she focuses not 
on the past’s obstacles, but on how 
the present can better shape the 
future. 

Settle in with me as we discover 
together just what that looks like 
from the commander herself.
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MDC: On the flip side of those 
challenges there has also been quite 
a bit of expansion and demand 
spikes. How has growth at retail, 
grocery, and beyond affected RPCs 
and IFCO’s own strategy? 

CH: It has been great to see 
retailers and growers choosing to 
make sustainable decisions around 
how fresh products are shipped 
and protected, and we are certainly 
seeing increased demand. Retail 
produce volume sales have grown 
with the rise in eating at home and 
a general increase in healthy living. 
These things definitely impact the 
demand for IFCO RPCs, but we 
see the future need to address 

Why settle for an illusion of 
control when there is the 
power of preparation and 

partnerships? In RPCs, I will say 
there is preparation, and in IFCO, 
there is partnership.

Together they help forge a hammer. 
May we find clarity in the shards, 
helping us better understand the 
present and reshape the future.

MDC: Even with such a holistic 
solution, I imagine there are 
difficulties. What would the greatest 
be and how can IFCO help solve it? 
Essentially, what would you say is the 
closing argument, so to speak, for 
making the transition to RPCs? 

CH: Everywhere we look these 
days, we can see the challenges 
across supply chains and retail. 
We no longer live in a world where 
companies can solve these issues 
alone; we need partners and 
solutions that can help us tackle 
more than one challenge at a time 
and turn them into opportunities. 
It’s not often you find a solution 

Q4 Q5

that can help you decrease 
costs, improve the quality and 
freshness of your products, enable 
automation, and improve the 
sustainability of your operations, 
but that’s exactly what IFCO can 
offer. Our team is full of local and 
global experts that understand the 
fresh grocery supply chain and are 
ready and willing to help.

labor, transportation, and other 
raw material shortages and cost 
inflation through the smarter 
design of supply chains, increased 
automation, product innovation, and 
less waste as the real opportunity 
for supporting and growing with our 
retail and grower partners. 

In looking toward the future, we are 
also putting an increased focus on 
innovation and technology. Digital 
is continuing to shape the world 
we live in. IFCO wants to ensure 
we have a digital strategy capable 
of helping evolve and improve our 
own business while also helping to 
support and advance the digital 
and technological ambitions of 
our customers.

“Everywhere we look 
these days, we can see 
the challenges across 
supply chains and retail. 
We no longer live in a 
world where companies 
can solve these issues 
alone; we need partners 
and solutions that can 
help us tackle more 
than one challenge at a 
time and turn them into 
opportunities.”
CANDICE HERNDON, 
PRESIDENT, IFCO NORTH 
AMERICA

MELISSA DE LEON CHAVEZ: 
For as long as I have known IFCO, 
sustainability has been a key pillar 
of your business model. Can you tell 
me how the company continues to 
develop and deliver on that concept? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CANDICE HERNDON, 
PRESIDENT, IFCO NORTH 
AMERICA: Sustainability and the 
elimination of waste truly define 
our business, so our focus is on 
enhancing and growing our business 
model and using it to support our 
customers in their sustainability, 
supply chain efficiency, and food 
waste reduction efforts. We 
have been perfecting the circular 
business model for many decades 
now, and we’re driven by our goal 
of making the fresh grocery supply 
chain sustainable.

As we continue to build on this 
foundation, we recently announced 
an updated Environmental, Social, 
and Governance (ESG) strategy 
and released our first ESG report 
outlining our commitment to a 

“Thriving Business, Thriving Society, 
and a Thriving Planet.” By 2025, we 
want to double the environmental 
benefits we bring to the fresh 
grocery supply chain, and by 2040, 
we want to be a net-zero carbon 
business. These bold goals will help 
us to remain focused on working 
together with our customers, 
suppliers, and industry to eliminate 
waste and redefine the future of the 
grocery supply chain. 

MDC: It seems common 
knowledge now that reusable 
plastic containers (RPCs) are a 
benefit to the environment. How are 
those environmental savings proven, 
and do your customers share in 
those benefits?

CH: You are absolutely correct 
that RPCs are a benefit to the 
environment. Using RPCs to 
package and ship fresh foods uses 
less CO2, waste, water, and energy, 
and we take a scientific approach 
to quantifying these impacts. The 
environmental benefits of using 
IFCO RPCs have been calculated 
and validated by independent, third-
party life cycle assessments (LCAs) 
of our products. Each year, these 
benefits are used to determine the 
total environmental impact of using 
IFCO RPCs in place of other less 
sustainable packaging options.

We then work with our individual 
customers to determine the 
portion that can be attributed to 
their annual impact through the 
usage of RPCs so we can support 
them in quantifying, tracking, and 
communicating CO2, solid waste, 
energy, and food waste savings in 
support of their own sustainability 
goals and metrics. 

MDC: I imagine that, throughout 
2021, RPCs would have been 
even more useful than ever amid 
all the packaging shortages that 
affected so many aspects of the 
supply chain—corrugate, lumber, 
plastics, and many others. Did IFCO 
experience RPC supply changes, and 
how did it continue to come through 
for its partners?

CH: The supply chain saw many 
pandemic-related challenges 
throughout the last few years and, 
unfortunately, many of these are 
still ongoing. It is no secret that 
disruptions and volatility caused by 
the global pandemic have created 
labor and transportation shortages, 
sent costs skyrocketing, and left 
many raw materials unavailable.

Within IFCO, we took early action 
in some key areas to help overcome 
these obstacles and build the 
resilience required to support our 
customers’ growing and changing 
needs. For example, we’ve 
expanded our service network 
and our RPC pool, we’ve invested 
heavily in automating our network, 
and we’ve secured additional 
transportation and supplier 
capacity. Most importantly, we’ve 
communicated and collaborated 
closely with our customers to 
better understand their evolving 
demand needs and work together 
to find solutions to challenges so 
we can keep fresh products moving 
through the supply chain safely, 
efficiently, and sustainably.  

Q1 Q2 Q3
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ALC provides:

Drive your future
at our nationwide offices.




