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EDITOR’S LETTER

2005 Capitol Ave., Sacramento, CA 95811

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!

and so much of the stories we tell traverse this cycle, enrich 
our understanding of each other in this industry, and 

expand our family and personal lineage here.

I may be reading the tea leaves through 
the lens of this new experience. Seeing 

things that have always been there 
but now have oxygen and breathe 
differently than they have in the past 
11-and-a-half years I have been at 
this company. Whatever the lens—
microscope or microcosm—I thank 
you, more today than yesterday, and 
more tomorrow than today. 

While I take a bit of time away to let this 
new life emerge from its chrysalis, know 

that these stories have fed my heart, and so 
fill my family.

I humbly and wholeheartedly finish this letter with a strong 
desire to continue writing it. So, this is both a beginning 
and an end in the most beautiful of ways.

See you all very soon.

I have been writing about mothers and 
daughters and daughters and fathers 
for what feels like a lifetime. 
Wading into the complicated and 
beautiful relationships, not 

unaffected by history, lineage, beauty, 
survival, and reckonings. 

The beauty of the work that I 
do here is in how it allows my 
writing muscles to move and my 
imagination to flex in different 
and more technical—but still 
creative—ways. This gift has 
nurtured my personal writing, and 
my personal writing has nurtured 
this space. Symbiotic. Reciprocal. 
Ritual. A bridge between the head and 
the heart.

These two seemingly unrelated drifts of thought occupy 
this page, connected by a vein—an alchemy. A birth.

March brought me a daughter.

March brought me a wish and a promise, and she has 
been threaded through every tap of the laptop keys and 
wave of the pencil since June of 2022.   

Life always changes the stories we occupy and, this 
month, she continues to evolve my own—the one I 
write in breath and bone. 

As I read the stories that occupy this issue, I feel a deep 
thankfulness for what this journey has brought to me 
and my family. Beginnings and endings fill these pages, 

Jordan Okumura-Wright
Editor in Chief
AndNowUKnow, Deli Market News,
and The Snack Magazine
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CULTIVATE
THE MAGIC LIES WITHIN US
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new company, it certainly makes things more 
magical. Hear how four experienced industry leaders 
came together to form a brand-forward powerhouse…
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DRESSING UPDrinks
By Peggy Packer

L et’s get one thing straight: I live 
for a sweet little drink. From 
work to errands to a chill day on 

the couch, you’ll almost always find 
me with something to sip on in hand. 

If there is anything social media 
has gifted me, it’s the abundance 
of produce-centric beverages that 
often grace my TikTok and Instagram 
explore pages. You may be asking, 

“Where does a social media post 
fit among the pages of a magazine 
centered entirely around fresh?” 
Well, the mere ability to snap and 
share a pic flexing your mixology 
prowess has inspired a wide range 
of shoppers to embrace luxury in 
their lifestyles, all the way down 
to their beverages. Part of this act 
of embracing luxury often leans 
on the aesthetic aspects, meaning 
consumers not only want their 
mocktails or cocktails to taste good; 
they want them to look good too. 

And that’s where fresh produce 
comes in.

One scroll through my saved 
Instagram posts will reveal a bevy 
of gins, juices, teas, and more all 
accentuated by a host of fresh 
offerings. Take, for example, a blood 
orange cranberry mojito, a peach 
pomegranate lemonade, or a simple-
yet-sufficient lemon ginger green 
tea. (If you’re looking for even more 
enticing options, check out this 
issue’s Libations for All Occasions 
for a delicious strawberry mojito 
recipe). Consumers in search of a 
little extra kick have tapped into 
the flavor profile of jalapeños and 
other peppers to spice up their 
refreshments as well.

Even drinks as simple as water 
are constantly being visually and 
flavorfully enhanced with the addition 
of many citrus varieties, cucumber, 
herbs like mint or basil, and more. 

While revitalizing beverages with 
the addition of fresh produce isn’t 
necessarily a revolutionary concept 
in 2023, the trend is becoming 
increasingly more popular. When it 
comes to harnessing this momentum 
as a buy-side opportunity, all it takes 
is an eye-catching display of fresh 
items complemented by a unique 
drink recipe or two.

Don’t just take it from me. FoodMix 
Marketing Communications’ food 
trend predictions for 2023 also 
highlight this rising demand, 
anticipating that “mocktails will get 
more creative (and healthier) with the 
addition of fresh produce” this year*. 
FoodMix also noted that social media 
will continue to play a big role in 
driving food trends at the consumer 
level. See, it’s all coming together 
now, isn’t it?

In the eyes of many shoppers, 
drinks are no longer just a simple 
day-to-day indulgence. Instead, 
creative beverages have become 
the statement piece at a gathering 
of friends and family or the ideal 
accessory for an impromptu  
photo op. 

That means increased consumption 
and inspiration among consumers—
and a vastly untapped channel of 
demand for the buy-side. 

What you choose to do with it is up 
to you.

*

Produce Pulse
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Did you hear that? It’s the sound 
of consumers throughout the 
Northern Hemisphere rejoicing 

that the gray, gloomy days of winter 
are behind them.

As they say “Hello, Mr. Blue Sky,” 
shoppers are grasping for products to 
add to their baskets that elicit spring’s 
warm days. Enter Atlas Produce’s 
Sunnies™, a delicious treat that packs 
a punch with nutrition and energy that 
will make them beam brighter than a 
ray of sunshine.

Featuring eight clean ingredients—
including Atlas’ mouth-watering 
dates—shoppers need not feel guilty 
stocking up on these delectable bites. 
On top of 5 g of protein, the morsels 
also have 3 g of fiber and no added 
sugar—that’s a sweet selling point!

Sunnies are available in three unique 
varieties: Cocoa Espresso, Cocoa 
Cherry, and Cocoa Banana. Let me tell 
you, they are all delish, but the Cocoa 
Espresso has won my heart, and I’m 
sure it will have your coffee-loving 
consumers raving too. Especially since 
they can be merchandised as a tasty 
alternative to sugary coffee drinks 
with the same energizing qualities—an 
excellent swap for those looking to eat 
healthier in 2023.

To top everything off, Sunnies come 
in cleanly designed, resealable 
packaging that makes it easy for your 
consumers to take them on the go 
while maintaining freshness and taste.

Make Sunnies shoppers’ first bite of 
spring and help Atlas celebrate its 20th 
anniversary by adding these mouth-
watering treats to your produce 
department!

A Closer Look at Atlas 
Produce Sunnies™ 
Energy Bites
By Jenna Plasterer
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By �enna �la�erer

22

ou can experience something 100 times, and it’s 
unremarkable. However, that 101st time you see, hear, 
or feel it, it suddenly takes on a new meaning.

I experienced this phenomenon with the phrase “nature 
of the business.” Since starting in the produce industry, 
I’ve heard this countless times. Only when I recently 
spoke with David Dudley, Senior Category Manager at 
Sprouts Farmers Market, did it truly hit me. The context 
of his words gave the expression dimension, turning a 
gear in my mind.

What does that phrase mean when applied to produce 
and retail?

There is the obvious growing and selling fresh fruits and 
vegetables, but what about beyond that? After some 
pondering, I concluded that the nature of our business is 
just that: nature.

Mother Nature is at the center of the industry, but 
what I’m talking about extends beyond that into 
less conspicuous realms. Our industry’s business is 
contingent upon human nature, the essence of the deal, 
and, most importantly, the spirit of adaptation and 
evolution. These players are working alongside Mother 
Nature to ensure no day is ever the same as the last for 
buyers and suppliers.

These attributes, my friends, are what David Dudley 
thrives on. So, let him give you more details.

Jenna Plasterer: David, I know 
you still consider yourself 
relatively new to produce 
compared to the legends who 
have been at it for decades, 

but you have been around the 
industry since you were a kid. How 

did you decide to take those first 
steps toward a career in fresh produce, and how did 
you officially make your foray?
 
David Dudley, Senior 
Category Manager, 
Sprouts Farmers Market: 
I grew up in a small 
town in California where 
agriculture was all around 
us. In high school, I decided 
I wanted to attend California 
Polytechnic State University, 
San Luis Obispo and study 
Ag Business. My late stepdad, 
who was very influential in my life, took that path, so 
everything just seemed right about it, you know?

When I graduated in 2010, I got a buying job with 
Markon Cooperative; moved to Salinas, California; and 
lived there for almost four years. I spent all day buying 
produce—it was a blast!

When 2014 rolled around, I moved back to my 
hometown and began working for The Save Mart 
Companies as a Senior Category Manager, even 
though I had no retail background. At the time, Steve 
Junqueiro was the company’s President, so produce 
culture ran deep. I think that is why they took a 
chance on me.

 JP: Having made the jump to retail, especially with no 
background in the sector, I’m sure you have had some 
pivotal experiences. What are some of your career-
defining moments so far in your journey?
 
DD: When I started with Save Mart, I worked for Jim 
Corby, who had moved to the company just three 
months before me. He was upfront that he planned 
to be around for four or five years and then consider 
retirement. 

Two years in, at the end of 2015, he told me he was 
leaving. He said he would strongly recommend me for 
his position as Director of Produce.

When Jim left, his position was open, and I filled in 
while still doing my job. I’d get to the office when it 
was dark and leave when it was dark. It was grueling, 
and there wasn’t any clear answer for who would 
take over. Months dragged on, and the boat was still 
floating. I thought, “Hey, with a little help, I might 
be able to do this,” but they hired someone more 
experienced. After eight months, they left, and I 
eventually got the role.

Overall, it was an actual sink-or-swim situation, and I 
learned much about growing and adapting early on. It 
wasn’t easy, but it helped shape me. 

David Dudley, 
SENIOR CATEGORY MANAGER,   
SPROUTS FARMERS MARKET

“I’m old school for 
being 34 years old,  
so I like the nature  
of the business. Many  
of our deals are  
decided in a phone  
call, conversation,  
or handshake, and  
it sticks.”
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JP: Hearing what you say, I’m excited to see how the 
nature of produce will evolve. I’m also curious to see 
how your career will continue to flourish. As we look 
toward the future, do you have any advice for those 
wanting to make it in the industry, especially as a 
leader now yourself?

 
DD: Be prepared. Be present. Work hard. Think 
outside of the box. If you do those things, you will 
keep learning and building confidence to go after 
what you want and overcome obstacles. I’ve been 
asked in the past how to advance one’s career, and my 
advice is simple: On a scale from 1 to 10, be an 11. You 
can’t sit by and wait for an opportunity. A lot of times, 
you gotta go find it.

n a nutshell, David Dudley exemplifies the nature 
of our business. He is a swirling mix of business 
acumen, passion, humanity, and adaptability 
that forms together to impact the world, one 
piece of fresh produce at a time.

“...it sounds crazy, 
but I like the 
constant challenges. 
I can start my day 
with emails and get 
pulled in a million 
different directions. 
You can never 
anticipate what’s 
coming.”

“On a scale from 1 to 
10, be an 11. You can’t 
sit by and wait for an 
opportunity. A lot of 
times, you gotta go 
find it.”

JP: Seriously, who doesn’t love cool new stuff? 
Speaking of innovations and industry evolution, what 
have been some of the biggest changes you have 
witnessed since entering produce?
 
DD: In the past 12 years, organics have grown 
significantly. From when I first started to where we 
are now, the category has a much bigger piece of the 
business. It’s fantastic to see the development.

Growers are also increasingly programming 
business. By that, I mean retailers work with growers 
on forecasting volumes prior to planting, so there 
is more predictability and organization. It’s less 
free-for-all, with buyers going after one big pile of 
produce, which is not feasible for either group. It 
also lessens food waste and increases sustainability, 
as growers only plant what they need rather than 
flooding the market.

Lastly, and it seems obvious, is technology. We were 
still working primarily with fax machines when I was 
at Markon, and now everything is done online. Not 
to mention, smartphones have sped up the process, 
allowing us to send emails and photos that can help 
determine product quality on the spot. It’s hard to 
imagine how I did things without some of my  
iPhone apps. 

JP: In just 12 short years, there have already been so 
many developments in the industry; what predictions 
do you have about the next decade?
 
DD: Organics are going to continue to play a 
significant role. Especially as farmers advance growing 
practices and costs get closer to conventional. I’ve 
witnessed Sprouts and other retailers make moves 
to go organic only on commodities where it makes 
sense. Controlled environment agriculture (CEA) will 
see key changes. For the most part, everyone tends to 
associate CEA with indoor-grown lettuce, but so many 
other offerings are produced that way, such as berries. 

We’re going to see a lot more refrigeration devoted 
to produce in stores. Some retailers are already doing 
a good job getting refrigeration into the produce 
department, and I’m not just talking about the value-
added cases. I’m referring to things like display bins—
for items that are not usually considered refrigerated. 
Instead of storing offerings at ambient temperatures, I 
believe more grocers will realize that refrigeration will 
reduce shrink and enhance quality.

JP: I love how, even through that uncertainty and 
without being able to see your face through the 
phone, I can tell you are smiling as you tell this story. 
What makes you so passionate about the industry and 
the produce side of retail?
 
DD: I’m old school for being 34 years old, so I like the 
nature of the business. Many of our deals are decided 
in a phone call, conversation, or handshake, and it 
sticks. Not many times in my career have I felt “burnt” 
by somebody because they didn’t live up to what they 
said they’d do. Most of the people you meet in our 
industry have strong moral compasses and want to do 
business honestly. 

Also, it sounds crazy, but I like the constant challenges. 
I can start my day with emails and get pulled in a 
million different directions. You can never anticipate 
what’s coming.

Additionally, I love that we’re sourcing, merchandising, 
and selling nature’s medicine. We’re providing 
consumers with the stuff doctors tell them to 
eat. We’ve also been able to share cool produce 
innovations with them, which is exciting because it’s 
been a stagnant industry for a long time. Seeing how 
they react to new products and concepts is always fun.

Over the last 12 years, David Dudley has worked his way from 
the supply-side to retail, landing at Sprouts Farmers Market, 
where he continues to watch the industry evolve
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

3 tbsp Bee Sweet Citrus Cara Cara 
Orange or Blood Orange juice 

¼ cup flour
¼ cup sugar
1 tbsp cocoa
¼ tsp baking powder
1 small egg
1 tbsp vegetable oil
3 tbsp mini chocolate chips
Splash of vanilla extract
Pinch of salt

Prep Time: 3 min
Cook Time: 1 min 30 sec
Servings: 1

1 Mix flour, sugar, cocoa, baking powder, and salt in a mug.

2 Add the Cara Cara or Blood Orange juice, egg, vegetable oil, and vanilla extract to the 
dry ingredients. Mix until smooth.

3 Stir in the mini chocolate chips.

4 Microwave for 90 seconds. 

5 Let cool for a few minutes and enjoy!

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

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

CITRUS MUG CAKE

Bee Sweet Citrus 
Cara Cara Oranges
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

¼  AvoTerra® Avocado, mashed 
1 tomato, sliced
1 ciabatta sandwich roll
2 slices mozzarella cheese or provolone 
5 slices turkey
3 slices bacon, cut in half and cooked
⅛ tsp salt
1 tsp salted butter

Prep Time: 1 min
Cook Time: 10 min
Servings: 1

1 Slice your sandwich roll in half.

2 On one half, layer the cheese, tomato slices, turkey, and bacon. Sprinkle with salt.

3 On the other half of the bread, spread the mashed avocado and sprinkle with salt.

4 Press the two halves of bread together and spread the top of each side with ½ tsp butter.

5 Cook in a frying pan on medium -low heat or on a sandwich grill until both sides are 
lightly browned and cheese is melted.

6 Remove from pan or grill and let cool slightly before enjoying! 

To learn more about Index Fresh, visit www.indexfresh.com

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

TURKEY, BACON, AND AVOCADO PANINI

Index Fresh Avocados

JAN DELYSER
Recently Retired Vice President of Marketing, California Avocado Commission

If you’ve had the opportunity to work with the illustrious Jan DeLyser, 
you know there is nothing she wouldn’t do for the California avocado 

industry. The fierce marketer and advocate for supply-side producers has 
made her mark on our industry for the past 47 years, and we’d like to take 
this opportunity to hear what mattered most to her. Following her recent 

retirement from the California Avocado Commission (CAC), Jan shared a few 
of her favorite things about working in the produce sector…

Growers and Their 
Groves

California 
Avocados

Mentoring

Handlers and Their 
Packinghouses

The People

Trade Associations

Industry Events

CAC Customers

CAC Staff and 
Agencies

With Chandler James

Who doesn’t 
love them?

This works 
both ways—
both great to 
give and to 
receive!

I had the 
privilege 
to share 
information 
with folks 
who wanted to 
understand.

They provided 
me with 
opportunities 
to volunteer.

Our valued 
retailers and 
foodservice 
operators.

There were 
opportunities 
to network, 
get to see 
people, and 
meet new 
people.

Offering 
unbelievable 
“in-the-
trenches” 
support.

My forever 
friends.

They offer total 
serenity and 
peace.
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MOTHER’S
DAY SnackChat

By Peggy Packer

What present is worthy of the person 
who granted you the gift of life? It’s a 
question I have spent 25 years trying to 

answer, and probably will for at least another 
quarter century to come. However, quality time 
is on nearly every mom’s wish list, and what’s 
quality time without a delicious spread of fruits or 
veggies to enjoy with your loved ones? Even if it’s 
hard to close the physical distance between you 
and Mama Bear this year, some of our favorite 
produce pundits are sharing fresh-forward ways 
to spread love to mothers and others this season…

Debbie Willmann, 
VICE PRESIDENT OF SALES, INDEX FRESH
“Being a mother is one of the greatest joys in life. My daughter 
loves eating avocados simply sliced with salt and pepper. This 
wonderful fruit is not only great in many diverse recipes, but 
also yummy on its own. We love avocado on toast, added to any 
kind of salad, used on tacos, deep-fried for avocado wedges, 
and in the always-popular guacamole! For dessert, avocado ice 
cream or avocado brownies! There are many ways you can spoil 
moms with avocados for Mother’s Day! May is peak season for 
California avocados with good supply and quality. What more 
could a mom ask for? Avocados for Mother’s Day meals!”

Dave Hewi�, 
VICE PRESIDENT OF SALES, 4EARTH FARMS™ 

“Taking a day to honor moms for everything they do for their 
families is truly special. Mother’s Day is even more special 
when loved ones gather to enjoy a home-cooked meal. 4Earth 
Farms™ offers a variety of pre-cut and washed organic and 
conventional floret and vegetable blends that will make cooking 
this celebratory meal both fast and nutritious. Spoiling mom has 
never been so easy!”

Emily Zirkle,
BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT, 
RAINIER FRUIT COMPANY

“To me, Mother’s Day represents a celebration 
where the most meaningful gifts aren’t merely 
things, but rather experiences and symbols of 
love and gratitude. Especially during this time 
of decreased appetite for expensive goods, 
consumers will seek out affordable gifts such 
as treats and brunch supplies. Pink Lady® and 
Envy™ apples are perfect items to promote 
with displays and customizable point-of-sale 
materials including bins, shelf wobblers, and 
more available to highlight discounted retails.”  

Bil Goldfield,
DIRECTOR OF CORPORATE 
COMMUNICATIONS, DOLE FOOD COMPANY

“Mother’s Day is about making moms feel special, and often that 
means through an indulgent-but-healthy brunch they don’t have 
to cook. This year, given the potential for egg shortages, we’re 
suggesting a Dole eggless breakfast recipe like our Banana 
S’mores Breakfast Toast or Peanut Butter Pineapple Burritos. 
Another great holiday merchandising opportunity is our new 
DOLE® Golden Selection Pineapple, a premium, limited-release 
fruit with a deep, rich shell color and delicately aromatic scent 
that makes it—like mom herself—extraordinarily sweet.”

Christina Ward,
SENIOR DIRECTOR OF GLOBAL MARKETING, 
SUNKIST GROWERS

“There are so many ways to show your love this Mother’s Day. 
Whether it’s with breakfast in bed, a brunch board, or bottomless 
mimosas, Sunkist Growers is ready to celebrate mom with our 
in-season, California-grown citrus varieties. May is a marvelous 
time for Sunkist® Navel oranges, Blood oranges, Cara Cara 
oranges, grapefruit, lemons, Gold Nugget Mandarins, and Ojai 
Pixie tangerines, to name a few. While every Sunkist citrus variety 
has cool characteristics and unique health benefits, they are also 
perfect for adding flavor to any dish, drink, or dessert. Check 
out our website and social media pages for recipe inspiration! 
As a mom and a super citrus fan, my absolute favorites are the 
No Bake Blood Orange Cheesecake, Cara Cara Hot Honey Goat 
Cheese Bites, or the one-ingredient Ojai Pixie Sorbet.”
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By Jordan Okumura-Wright

1. Rainier’s compost production in action: The closed-loop 
system recycles agricultural byproducts, including culled fruit 
and plant cuttings 
2. Javier Higuera, Compost Technician, stands in front of his 
raised compost turner
3. Workers weed a pollinator habitat between an irrigation 
pond and Honeycrisp trees
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M any in this industry often find themselves customizing the 
map for our future in ways that both support and lead the 

vision of others. Rainier Fruit Company is one of those illustrious 
cartographers tracking the blueprint ahead while simultaneously 
mapping the lines as they go—creating intersections where the 
grower, the retailer, and the consumer can align and express their 
values through food, thought leadership, and environmental impact. 

On this map ahead lies many a landmark to be observed and 
sought after—one of them most splendidly hailed as Earth Day. If 
you were to ask Rainier to rebrand an international celebration 
like Earth Day, my thought is the team would simply galvanize 
behind its frequency. For Rainier, Earth Day is every day—and 
the trailblazing apple, pear, cherry, and 
blueberry grower exemplifies its 
work in the vision and 
execution it infuses 
in each action, 
from the seed to 
the plate and the 
strategic heart 
work of its people.

“Our industry’s 
responsibility as 
caretakers of the land 
and food producers for 
the world is so much 
more expansive than 
one day can express,” 
President Mark Zirkle 
shares with me as the 
sun rises across the 
vast Rainier operation. 

“While everyone plays 
a part in making our 

society more sustainable, at Rainier we recognize that, as 
stewards of the land, we play an outsized role in the effort 
to make our food chain more biodiverse, resource-efficient, 
and resilient. These efforts were once seen as ‘extra’ or even 
gimmicky, but our experience with sustainable practices has 
been anything but.”

This continual desire to improve is the foundational driver 
of practices such as Rainier’s Bee Better Certified® habitat 
plantings, in partnership with the Xerces Society and its 
in-house soil composting operation. These programs are just 
a small handful of examples that illuminate Rainier’s Earth-
Day-every-day philosophy.

“Thanks to the passionate efforts of many individuals here at 
Rainier, we are confident when we say our products exceed 
in both quality and sustainability,” Mark reflects, allowing 
for a pause between us as the conversation sinks in. “These 
initiatives positively impact not just the land, they positively 
impact yields, long-term viability, and quality. This can be 
found in the spirit of our fruit and our people.” 

Earth Day falls on April 22nd every year, and is just one 
benchmark in an ever-evolving strategic vision of change 
and environmental resilience that Rainier leans into in 
order to bring its sustainability and regenerative agriculture 
philosophy to life for this vertically integrated company.

While Rainier is hyper-conscious of the fact that the state of 
our environment is the result of human impact, the company 
also relishes in the idea that a human component can also be 
what effects change and drives the charge ahead. Like any 
person, place, or thing—it can be used as a tool or a weapon. 
At Rainier, its team of dedicated colleagues see themselves 
as tools for creating and recreating the path ahead—
recalibrating a clock that has ticked against us for so long. 

Like a team, they are parts of a whole driven individually 
toward synchronicity and achieving a single initiative: 
Protect our Earth.

The Buzz of the Future
“One of the ways we contribute to an industry-wide 
sustainability effort is through our personal integrated 
pest management (IPM) program; specifically our Xerces 
pollinator plantings. IPM and pollinator habitat plantings 
contribute positively to the environment and to product 

1.

2.

3.

THESNACK.NET / 33



These efforts—and more—help differentiate Rainier’s fruit 
and elevate its customers’ own sustainability goals.

“Sustainability refers to the ability to maintain or support 
a process over time,” Teah notes. “We have taken 
sustainability one step further by implementing regenerative 
agriculture. It is time we work on reversing the degeneration. 
Rainier does all of this while paying employees a fair wage 
and managing to stay competitive in the market.”

The overall goal of this program is to obtain balance within 
the orchard system so there is no need for chemical inputs 
while also increasing fruit quality and yields, to feed the 
people of the world with high-quality, sustainable fruit—a 
big vision with even larger gains, allowing Rainier to see 
down the road in new and innovative ways.

At the Beginning of All Things
So, let’s recreate the map ahead. One way to do this is by 
asking: How can the soil become a space that goes beyond 
the concept of sustainability? 

This is a question Aran 
Urlacher, Ranch 
Manager, asks often, 
and it drives all that 
he does—beginning 
even before the seed 
takes root. 

“We need to find ways 
to make the Earth 
more viable if we 
want nutritious and 
healthy produce to 
grow. The soil itself 

has to become more tenable in order to do this,” Aran 
tells me, spreading out an even more complicated but 
promising roadmap before me. “Rainier is taking a holistic 
approach to growing. This includes a deep investment in 
soil biodiversity with our humus project and regenerative ag 
practices.” 

If the soil is truly where nutrition begins, then this practice 
of cultivating the Earth makes even more sense as a starting 
point for impacting every inch of life on this planet—from 
the ground that sustains our footprint to the bodies that 
sustain our human life.

“Having a symbiotic relationship between the microbiome in 
the soil and the trees is essential. Think of the microbiome 
as a community of bacteria, microorganisms, nematodes, 
fungi, and more—all interacting in a give-and-take that 
replenishes and nourishes as the plant consumes. The 
premise of such a practice is to get the soil biology to a place 
where the plant’s defenses are working optimally,” Aran says. 

“When a plant has access to what it needs, it starts creating 
compounds called plant secondary metabolites. These 
compounds are only created in adequate amounts when a 
plant has all the nutrients it requires—this also affects the 
flavor in the fruit. Insects can’t metabolize plant secondary 
metabolites, so they naturally tend to stay away—this is a 
huge advantage of taking care of something that already 
takes care of us.” 

I love this interconnectedness that thrives at Rainier, 
making humus and compost key ways in which sustainability 
becomes more precise. It evolves from maintaining an 
environment into regenerating it. 

“Humus is the gold standard of compost, and we have 
figured out how to make it. Rainier is using our own 
waste from unsold apples, grape skins and stems from our 
winemaking operations, and chipped-up old trees that no 
longer produce fruit on 20 acres of land to make our own 
humus. This closed-loop system turns our waste into gold 
for our soil. It can take hundreds of years to create humus 
in nature, but we’ve developed a very regimented approach 
to creating our own batches in 12 weeks. A lot goes into the 
process, but what comes out is second to none,” Aran details.

If you have ever wondered how to create gold, Rainier has 
found it. Maybe not the malleable mineral you are used to 
holding, but just as valuable.

“It is time 
we work on 
reversing the 
degeneration. 
Rainer does all of 
this while paying 
employees a 
fair wage and 
managing to stay 
competitive in 
the market.”

- Teah Smith, 
Entomologist, Rainier 
Fruit Company

An Ecosystem of Action and 
Reaction

“Energy reduction cannot 
be overlooked or 

overemphasized. We are 
constantly reinvesting in 
our energy and water 
use reduction efforts 
and future goals,” 
Marvin Record, 
Chief Operating 
Officer, insists as 
he digs into another 
way that Rainier is 
celebrating Earth Day 
every day. “In today’s 

environment, consumers have many choices in the produce 
department and retailers have the same. What we put into 

quality,” Teah Smith, 
Entomologist, 
shares with me as 
she maps out one 
of the many focal 
points for Rainier’s 
sustainability 
initiatives. “My 
mission as an 
entomologist is 
to approach our 
pest management 
problems with an 

effective but environmentally sensitive approach. This 
process relies on a combination of common-sense practices 
by the most economic means.”

This “what is good for the environment is good for 
business” approach is what continues to set Rainier apart 
from competitors.

“Some of the things we have been doing to improve the 
sustainability and reduce the impact on the environment 
includes planting pollinator—and natural enemy—
habitats with the assistance of the Xerces Society,” Teah 
expresses. “This effort creates a safe place for pollinators 
and natural enemies, increases abundance and diversity of 
each by providing a beneficial floral habitat that blooms 
all season, and helps with pollination and pest reduction in 
neighboring blocks.”

So, what does this impact look like in real-time? To start, 
the result is a reduction in pesticide sprays achieved by 
evaluating the weekly pest-to-natural enemy ratios in the 
field to determine if natural enemy populations can manage 
the pest populations. With better pest management on an 
organic level, Rainier does not have to spray. 

To take that one step further, Rainier seeks to conserve 
natural enemies by tracking the efficacy of control tactics 
and their impact on natural, non-target pests, enemies, 
and pollinators.

“The goal is to release natural enemies to control pest 
populations in blocks where the native predator’s presence 
is not high enough. Knowing insect biology and phenology 
allows us to discover when higher levels of pests can be 
tolerated and is one way we look to address this issue,” Teah 
reveals. “We also implement non-invasive tactics to manage 
the number-one pest, Codling moth (CM). We are using 
the Codling Moth Sterile Insect Technique along with 
pheromones in the field to reduce CM damage and pressure 
while being able to reduce the number of sprays as well.”

Teah continues by relaying that using sap analysis also 
provides insight into the tree nutrient uptake and tree 
health status. 

“This allows us to be proactive in giving trees what they 
need to be healthy and to monitor and prescribe the right 
nutrients to help with pest and disease prevention to reduce 
other spray inputs,” she says. 

Coyote willow, kinnikinnick, Nootka rose, and more planted 
between two Honeycrisp orchards—these native plants help 
prevent topsoil erosion

A cabbage butterfly rests on a blanket flower—the habitat seed 
mix is designed to provide staggered food sources for pollinators 
from spring through fall

“While everyone 
plays a part in 
making our 
society more 
sustainable, 
at Rainier we 
recognize that, as 
stewards of the 
land, we play an 
outsized role in 
the effort to make 
our food chain 
more biodiverse, 
resource-efficient, 
and resilient.”
- Mark Zirkle, President, 
Rainier Fruit Company
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the fruit matters economically and from a values standpoint 
for all involved. From farming organically for decades now, 
we have learned it’s possible to have good yields of great 
eating fruit with less but well-chosen inputs. With attention 
to detail throughout our packaging and warehousing 
operations, we have been successful in holding down some of 
our expenses in our current inflationary environment which 
allows us to keep our eye on the goal and our investments in 
sustainability.”

A goal that resonates with the consumer palate, wallet, and 
decision-making process. 

Personally, Marvin tells me, he struggles with setting a 
sustainable goal—keeping the status quo is not good enough 
for someone like him or a company like Rainier. 

“Like I was taught as a young boy in scouting, our goal 
needs to be to ‘leave it better than we found it!’ Here in 
Eastern Washington, our desert climate has its gifts and 
its challenges. On our farms, we’re constantly working at 
building our organic matter in the soil, and we have our own 
composting operation as Aran spoke to earlier,” Marvin 
continues. “Twenty years ago, long before sustainability was 
all the buzz, we installed a first-of-its-kind water treatment 

system for all of the wastewater from our packaging 
operations. Our system aerates and polishes the water to a 
trout-stream quality. From there, it flows downstream into 
a natural wetland that has now doubled in size since we 
started adding to it.”

This wetland in the middle of Eastern Washington’s desert 
climate is an oasis for countless wildlife species, Marvin 
adds. Observing this project has led Rainier to research 
what other types of efficiencies and benefits can be found. 
The company now has large solar panels on its packaging 
facility, countless lighting upgrades, and frequency drives on 
pumps and refrigeration. 

“All of this lessens our electricity needs from the grid. I could 
go on and on, but it is safe to say that sustainability is not 
just window dressing at Rainier. It is deeply embedded in 
our culture,” Marvin emphasizes. 

When you farm thousands of acres, pack millions of boxes 
of fresh fruit, and deliver them to customers with such a 
high standard—you cannot help but live and breathe such a 
vision on a day-to-day level.

“None of that would be possible without the hard work of our 
dedicated staff. Within our operations, there are countless 
examples of three generations working in different parts of 
the business. We are a family business, and while not all of 
us have the same last name, this is our company,” Marvin 
says, returning us to the beginning of our conversation and 
how people can be essential advocates for the land instead 
of just its opponent. “By far, the majority of innovation 
within our organization comes from the people doing the 
daily tasks. Our job as managers is to empower others and 
create a working environment that allows innovation to rise 
to the top. This is where we impact both the culture of the 
company and the health of the land.”

A t Rainier, the team has a long-term approach to 
everything they do: We must take care of our soils 

and the environment with each action we take. This 
choice is evident in the responsibility Rainier takes in the 
packaging it chooses to ship its fruit, its drive to make its 
purchases local when possible, and how the company treats 
its employees fairly, as family and friends.

“This business culture has been handed down to all of 
us at Rainier. We take the responsibility of providing 
the healthiest and most flavorful fruit available to our 
customers and consumers with the utmost gravity,” 
Marvin concludes as we reflect on the day’s conversations. 

“You can trust us with your consumers’ health and 
the health of our planet. We can accomplish this by 
celebrating Earth Day every day.” 

In other words, take a tip from Rainier Fruit Company, 
and leave Earth better than you found it. While you look 
for your own unique ways of accomplishing such a feat, 
look to a team that leads by example as we chart the 
sustainable map ahead.

1. Sandra Cervantes, Assistant Entomologist, plants a young 
tree for pollinator habitat
2. Lady Alice® apples just before harvest—Rainier employs 
numerous growing practices that reduce the need for sprays

1.

2.

Imagine this: You’ve just finished 
lacing up a pair of colorful roller 
skates and are hitting the rink to 

glide to an eclectic collection of 
Michael Jackson; Earth, Wind & Fire; 
and Mariah Carey classics. Wheels on 
the floor, wind in your hair. 

Not only is this a description of 
my ideal Friday night, but it’s the 
invigorating aura I get when I come 
across a bag of Giumarra Companies’ 
Honey Pop® premium green seedless 
table grapes on the shelves. 

Boasting naturally great flavor, the 
fun and inviting bag houses the 

A Closer Look at Giumarra 
Companies Honey Pop® Seedless 
Table Grapes From Mexico
By Peggy Packer

Mexico-grown volume of an early 
green seedless variety that features 
an extra crunchy texture and large to 
extra-large table grapes. A colorful 
blend of blue, green, and red teases 
consumers with a light and joyful 
experience only to be matched by an 
exceptionally sweet taste that offers 
up a hint of honeydew-melon flavor.

In addition to quickly catching the 
eye of consumers in a sea of produce 
items, the attractive packaging also 
perfectly complements that of the 
other varieties in the ARRA family. 
Produced by a Fair Trade Certified™ 

grower, the grapes are available from 
May through June, which means 
buyers have the perfect opportunity 
to start planning their programs now.

As soon as shoppers get a taste of 
these tantalizing table grapes, you 
can bet they’ll soon be back for a 
bag—or two—of Giumarra’s other 
beloved varieties. 

As for you, you’ll be grooving to a 
solid boost in grape sales.
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

strawberry jam

2 cups Foxy® Strawberries, chopped
¼ cup granulated sugar
1 tbsp water

strawberry blondies

1 cup packed brown sugar
½ cup butter, melted
1 egg
1 egg yolk 
1¼ cups all-purpose flour
1 tbsp cornstarch
½ tsp salt
¼ tsp baking powder
⅔ cup white chocolate chips

Prep Time: 3 min
Cook Time: 55 min
Servings: 9

1 To make the strawberry jam, set small heavy-bottomed saucepan over medium heat 
and add in sugar and water. Cook, stirring occasionally, for 1 minute or until sugar 
has dissolved. Stir in chopped strawberries and bring to a boil. 

2 Reduce heat to medium-low and simmer, stirring occasionally, for 20 to 25 minutes, 
or until strawberries break down and mixture starts to thicken. Remove from heat 
and mash with fork. Let cool completely; set aside.

3 Begin preparing the strawberry blondies by preheating oven to 350° F. Line an 
8-inch square baking pan with parchment paper so that paper overhangs the edges 
for easy removal; set aside.

4 In large bowl, stir together brown sugar and melted butter until moist. Add in 
egg, egg yolk, flour, cornstarch, salt, and baking powder. Once combined, fold in 
chocolate chips.

5 Scrape batter into prepared pan and smooth top. Using a tablespoon measure, 
make 9 equal indentations into batter. Dollop 1 tbsp of strawberry jam into each 
indentation. Swirl jam into batter.

6 Bake for 30 to 35 minutes, or until tester inserted into center comes out with a few 
moist crumbs attached. Let cool completely on wire rack. Enjoy! 

To learn more about BlazerWilkinsonGee, visit www.bwgberries.com

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

STRAWBERRY BLONDIE BARS

Foxy® Strawberries
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 IF you had to choose now, what would your 
last meal consist of? 
Blackened seared ahi tuna from Roy’s with a side 
of roasted beets, Brussels sprouts, and Butternut 
squash. Then, flourless molten chocolate lava cake 
with a bottle of Rombauer Chardonnay!

 IF you could have any actor play you in a 
movie, who would you want? 
Cameron Diaz—she has a great personality: fun-
loving, adventurous, talented, and quirky, yet 
well-respected.

 IF you could imagine yourself in a different 
industry, what would it be? 
I would love to open my own bakery with a 
shoe store attached—the best of both worlds! 
I’d create deliciously sweet treats that look and 
taste incredible, while my patrons adorn the most 
fashionable shoes!

 IF you could have dinner with anyone, dead 
or alive, who would it be? 
My grandmother. I lost her four years ago at the 
age of 98. She was such a big part of my life, and I 
miss my daily conversations with her.

 IF you had to wear the same thing every 
day, what items of clothing would you pick?
A sundress, hat, sunglasses, and flip flops, as that 
would mean that I’m likely in warm weather at  
the beach!

 IF you were another species in the  
animal kingdom, what would you be? 
I’ve joked that I’d love to come back to this  
world as a cat so I could lounge in the warm sun, 
sleep 20 hours a day, and only socialize when  
and if I wanted.

 IF you could make everyone watch a movie 
of your choosing, which movie would you 
want them to see? 
I would love to host a The Sound of Music sing-
along party! Last summer, I was able to visit 
Salzburg, Austria, and go on the official tour. 
The only thing missing on that tour was dressing 
my family in full Austrian outfits singing “My 
Favorite Things”!

 

 IF you could join a musician, dead or 
alive, on stage to sing along or play an 
instrument with, who would you choose 
and why? 
Tough question—I have a wide taste in music. 
However, it would be either Queen’s Freddie 
Mercury, Aerosmith’s Steven Tyler, or Kid Rock, 
who are all iconic legends!

 
 IF you had a superpower, what would 
you want it to be? 
The power to heal, as there are so many 
people struggling with health ailments and 
unfortunate life situations.

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

“Here Comes the Sun,” as this past year was 
the beginning of positive sunshine-shiny days 
with the easing of COVID. I also started a new 
chapter in my career at Dole and became an 
empty nester with two kids in college!

» The IF List «

Kim St George
Vice President of Sales West, 

Dole Fresh Vegetables
With Chandler James

One pistachio macaron with some Steve Madden 
pumps, please. Anything for you? I was just ordering 
from Kim St George’s imaginary bakeshop with a 

shoe store attached. Intrigued? You should be, for the fresh 
produce luminary has plenty more in store that is sure to 

surprise and delight. Hear what the industry vet is eating, wearing, 
listening to, and more as we throw a few “What IFs” her way…
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By Chandler James

Bill Moncovich, Owner, founded 
California Giant Berry Farms in 1983

43

hen Bill Moncovich 
says he found good 

ground, he means it 
literally.

We sat down together on a bright 
Thursday afternoon, settling into the 
latter half of the week as the California 
air carried a crisp cold from tree to tree. 
He in his Watsonville office space and 
me in my Sacramento apartment, we set 
aside a half hour to recall his 50 years in 
the berry industry and California Giant 

Berry Farms’ growth trajectory over 
that time.

“We went from the hillside ground to the 
good, flat ground, increasing volume 
with the growers who were doing well 
and pulling back from the ones that 
weren’t,” Bill, Owner of California 
Giant, told me when he described 
one of the many strategic decisions he 
and his partners made early on in the 
company’s history.

Bill has been in business since 1970, 
starting out by founding Monc’s 
Consolidated Produce. The brokerage 
company consolidated loads for 
produce suppliers such as J.M. Smucker 
Company out of Oxnard, California. 
Back then, Bill even tried his hand at 
growing strawberries in ’73. 

“We grew for a few years before 
experiencing some intense flooding that 
took us out of the business. It was at that 
point that I figured out we were better 
salespeople than we were growers,” he 
joked. “We came back to Watsonville 
and started working with three 3-acre 
growers. In those days, a big shipper 
harvested about 400,000 trays per 
season. Now, we do that in two days!”

Ten years after he planted that first crop, 
in 1983, Bill founded California Giant 
Berry Farms with three trusted partners 
who have since left the business for 
different reasons. 

“The leadership structure was such 
that I ran the business, my partner Pat 
Riordan ran the sales, Frank Saveria 
took care of the coolers, and Red Bryant 
did all the banking,” Bill relayed. “We 
were a good team. We wouldn’t ever 
leave the boardroom without coming to 
a final answer on something.”

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

1 Pure Flavor® Alonna™  
Canary Melon 

1 lime, juiced 
1 lb shrimp, peeled and deveined 
2 tsp chili powder
2 tsp cumin
2 tsp granulated garlic
1 tbsp avocado oil
¼ cup plain Greek yogurt 
¼ cup salsa verde
1¼ cup brown rice, cooked
½ cup pico de gallo
¼ cup cilantro
Salt and pepper, to taste 
Microgreens, for garnish

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 5 min
Servings: 2

1  In a medium bowl, mix together shrimp, chili powder, cumin, garlic, salt, and pepper. 

2 Heat a large skillet over medium-high heat and add oil. Add in shrimp and sear on 
each side for 2 minutes. 

3 Halve the melon, scoop out the seeds, and dice into small cubes. 

4  In a small bowl, whisk together yogurt, salsa verde, and lime juice. 

5  Add rice to a serving bowl. Top with melon, shrimp, pico de gallo, and cilantro.

6  Garnish with microgreens and serve with salsa verde yogurt sauce. Enjoy! 

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

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

SPICY SHRIMP AND MELON BOWL

Pure Flavor® Alonna™  

Canary Melon

Recipe credited to Heather Englund 
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Their vision was to keep growing 
the company and become a major 
shipper—which is exactly what was 
done over the past 40 years. The 
industry evolved tenfold since those 
early days, and Bill was one of the 
pioneers leading the change.

Not only did he witness the incredible 
growth in the sheer volume of 
strawberries being grown, but in the 
length of time when strawberries were 
available to consumers. 

“In the beginning, you started in March 
or April and the season was over on July 
1. So, you had the rest of the year to plan 
out what you were doing for next season,” 
Bill explained. “Eventually, the industry 
caught on that you could provide berries 
year-round. We started producing them 
longer, developing new varieties that 
gave more volume, and expanding into 
new regions like Florida and Mexico. 
Foodservice and retail buyers quickly 
took notice and demand boomed.”

Although strawberries had always been 
California Giant’s flagship product, Bill 
told me he dabbled in raspberries and 
blackberries throughout the years. It 
wasn’t until the early 2000s, though, that 

the company officially made 
its foray into blueberries 

through a Chilean 
import deal.

“Starting up our 
blueberry program 
helped grow the 

business quite a bit,” Bill 
added. “Buyers grew to 

expect a year-round supply, so we made 
sure to partner with growers in different 
regions to provide that consistency.”

From growers to buyers and everyone 
along the way, California Giant Berry 
Farms was the product of great decision-
making and strong partnerships—all 
with a core focus on one thing: quality. 
Bill jokingly recalled, “I’ve never known 
a quality company to go broke.” 

“From the beginning, our focus was 
quality. We have high product grading 
standards, good ground—literally—
excellent growers, and good people. Our 
growers and staff are who helped me 
build this company along the way. Hell, I 
didn’t do this alone,” he assured me. 

From there, California Giant continued 
expanding at retail, picking up retailers 
one by one until its products landed on 
shelves in every major chain across the 
country. 

“I was walking down the hall one day 
and I said, ‘You know what? We’ve 

got them all.’ We had Kroger, Costco, 
Safeway, Albertsons, Walmart, the list 
goes on. I looked at Pat Riordan, who 
did all the sales, and said, ‘We’ve finally 
done it,’” Bill remembered fondly.

Of course, California Giant’s berry 
shipments looked much different back 
then—imagine the little green baskets 
you see at farmers markets packed 12 to 
a box on a 39” by 39” pallet. As of now, 
Bill told me, California Giant sells over 
25 different SKUs. Part of that explosive 
development is due to the increase in 
demand for exceptional flavor.

“Consumers started finding out that 
strawberries taste good all year long, 
and the category aligns with health 
and wellness trends too,” Bill outlined. 

“We phased out flavorless, high-volume 
varieties and replaced them with high-
flavor, consistently quality berries. I 
decided we’re only going to work with 
berries that taste good, because if I  
don’t want to eat it, I wouldn’t want 
anybody else to eat it. That helped 
change the industry.”

Bill lives and breathes this belief that 
what is offered to the consumer should 
be of the highest quality. He told me that, 
at the most basic level, he is passionate 
about berries because it is the only 
produce item he would want to gift to a 
loved one or friend. 

“Berries are sexy and working in the 
category has always been fun. For over 
50 years now, I have been thinking about 
the industry seven days a week, 12 hours 
a day. The only thing I miss now is not 
being able to run down the furrows 
every day,” Bill stated. “There’s always 
something going on, and something’s 
different every day. You may have rain, 
you may have labor challenges—there 
are many different parts of it. To make 
it all flow smoothly is pretty rewarding.”

And, as Bill pointed out, the berry 
category only continues to grow. 

“I think it’s a healthy industry. The fresh 
berry category has grown leaps and 
bounds. I don’t see it going backward by 
any means. The products keep getting 
better, they’re shipping better, and 
consumers continue to seek out healthy 

and sustainable options, which berries 
absolutely are,” Bill added.

Retailers, too, can keep that growth 
going strong, Bill shared with me. As 
we already know, merchandising is your 
golden ticket to increased produce sales, 
and the berry category is no exception.

“The way retailers market the berries 
in the stores is very important. Putting 
them up front as the first thing you see 
is one way to guarantee consumers 
make their way to the berry patch,” 
Bill noted. “Berries are one of the best 
movers in the produce department with 
good margins, and good merchandising 
makes all the difference.”

It seems as though Bill has come full 
circle in his journey to grow one of 
the most prominent berry suppliers in 
the industry on a national scale. From 
plantlet to store, he has made strategic 
decisions that landed California Giant-
branded berries on shelves across the 
country since the ’80s. 

California Giant Berry Farms has 
successfully established itself as a fixture 
of the berry industry, and it all started 
with Bill Moncovich finding some good 
ground to stand on.

Bill Moncovich and Pat Riordan (left to right) worked tirelessly to create the California Giant Berry Farms we know today

...if I don’t 
want to eat 
it, I wouldn’t 
want anybody 
else to eat it. 
That helped 
CHANGE THE 
INDUSTRY...
Berries are 
sexy and 
working in the 
category has 
always been 
FUN.”

- Bill Moncovich, Owner, 
California Giant Berry Farms
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

1 lb Prime Time Sweet Mini Peppers, sliced
1 fennel bulb, thinly sliced
½ red onion, thinly sliced
2 oz feta cheese, crumbled
½ tsp garlic, minced

dressing

3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil
2 tbsp rice wine or champagne vinegar
1 tsp your favorite herbs (basil, parsley, 

tarragon, dill, etc.)
¼ tsp salt
Freshly cracked pepper, to taste

Prep Time: 15 min
Servings: 6

1 Slice sweet mini peppers, fennel bulb, and red onion.

2 Combine sliced vegetables and garlic in a medium bowl. Set aside.

3 Whisk all dressing ingredients in a small bowl until emulsified.

4 Drizzle dressing over the fresh ingredients and top with 
crumbled feta.

5 Serve chilled and enjoy! 

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

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

PRIME TIME SWEET MINI PEPPER SAL AD WITH ONIONS, HERBS, AND FETA

Prime Time Sweet 
Mini Peppers

46 / APR 2023





STRAWBERRIESSnackChat
By Jordan Okumura-Wright

hile strawberries are now a year-

round category, they undoubtedly 

remain a signal of spring, inspiring 

retailers to build berry patches—not only at 

the entrances to produce departments but 

as gateways to the entire retail experience. 

An amazing category partner in this arena 

will only amplify such messaging, turning 

buy-side competitors into category captains. 

What will strawberries say about your 

produce department, retailers? Let’s explore 

some of the best-of-the-best berry suppliers 

to find out what opportunities await you…

Cindy Jewell,
Vice President of Marketing,

Bobalu, LLC

“Each year, retail category data reminds us that 
the berry category is a sales leader within the 
produce department, and strawberries are the 
foundation of the berry category. Additionally, 
we know 71 percent of households purchase 
strawberries. At Bobalu, we focus our efforts on 
ensuring quality, flavor, and consistency every 
day to ensure our brand is in the shopping 
cart and that our shoppers enjoy every berry. 
Our goal is to build brand loyalty and keep 
consumers coming back for more.”

CarrieAnn Arias,
Vice President of Marketing,

Naturipe Farms

“What better way to kick off spring than with 
fresh, delicious strawberries? These delectable 
berries really get consumers thinking about 
the warmer months and all of their favorite 
foods that are coming into season. Spring is the 
perfect time to put strawberries front and center 
in your stores to take advantage of this shift in 
consumer demand. We recommend building 
your strawberry displays cross-merchandised 
with other delicious complementary products 
like angel food cake—who doesn’t love 
strawberry shortcake? Our customers have had 
success with boosting impulse purchases and 
driving more sales this way.”

Michelle Deleissegues,
Vice President of Marketing,

GEM-Pack Berries, LLC 

“Few products create buzz at retail like 
strawberries. Consumers anticipate spring 
strawberry ads, creating excitement that carries 
through the entire produce department and 
store level. Collaborating and timing peak 
berry promotions with shippers gives retailers 
the opportunity to build energy that will carry 
throughout spring and into summer. Colorful, 
bountiful berry patch displays, co-promoting 
blacks, blues, and raspberries drive deeper 
sales for retailers and promise bright, healthy 
eating benefits that entice consumers.”

Kyla Oberman,
Director of Marketing,

California Giant Berry Farms

“The berry category continues to be a top 
performer for the produce department, 
accounting for more than 11 percent of total 
produce sales at retail. Strawberries alone 
account for more than 5 percent, according 
to IRI/Freshlook. Not only is the produce 
department better with berries, but so are 
shoppers’ baskets! We know retail baskets’ 
value tends to double when strawberries are 
included. As a result, we encourage retailers 
to make the most of this—along with the allure 
of berries—by merchandising the full berry 
patch with a variety of package sizes, both 
conventional and organic.”

Frances Dillard,
Vice President of Brand and 
Product Marketing, Driscoll’s

“The fresh berry category continues to 
maintain healthy sales and growth during this 
challenging economy. Consumers are looking 
for flavorful, healthy options that are worth their 
dollars and fit in their budget. Strawberries play 
an important role at the in-store ‘Branded Berry 
Patch’ destination. Driscoll’s retail strategy is to 
have strawberries be part of a full berry patch 
offering with placement front-of-store.”

Kiana Amaral,
General Manager, 

BlazerWilkinsonGee/Foxy® Berries

“Strawberries have become the fruit-based 
representative for the Valentine’s Day, Easter, and 
Mother’s Day holidays. Cross-merchandising them 
in an area that is close to the flower or card section 
of the store will ensure an additional purchase from 
a consumer that is already at the store to pick up 
flowers and a card. Adding other additions such as 
dipping chocolate, pre-baked cakes, or marshmallows 
will drive multiple item purchases. Additionally, 
grocery stores are now acting as distributors to craft 
bakeries that need to purchase stem strawberries for 
their specialty decorating businesses. Stores should 
consider offering customers bulk deals on stem 
strawberries to help consumers fill their stem berry 
needs over these holidays.”
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A young blue-eyed boy scurries 
back and forth from the kitchen 
to the service counter of his 

father’s restaurant carrying armfuls 
of trays loaded with different foods. A 
mushroom burger and fries on his biceps, 
two slices of cheese pizza on either 
forearm, and large Coca Colas in each 
hand. Thousands of people putter in 
and out of the cafeteria-style food hall 
throughout the day, giving their order to 
the boy and picking it up from him when 
it’s ready. 

The Rolling Stones’ “(I Can’t Get No) 
Satisfaction” blares out of the jukebox 
as he slides a tray of still-sizzling 
chicken fingers and a garden salad 
toward a woman wearing a mustard 
mod dress. The day is Tuesday, and 
foodservice employees’ work weeks are 
just getting started. 

The young boy at the center of this 
story is Greg Sagan in the mid-1960s. 
He got his start in the industry as a 
foodservice worker early on in life, 
doing everything from running food 
and waiting tables to bussing tables 
and washing dishes. Those early days 
laid the foundation for Greg’s career in 
the food industry. He learned quickly 
that this work moves at a fast pace, and 
each new day brings its own obstacles 
and, with them, creative solutions. 

It was his first 
test of leadership 
when, in 1969, 
Greg started up a 
window washing 
company during 
his junior year of high school. 
Using the entrepreneurial spirit we 
have all come to know and love, he 
encouraged his classmates to come work 
for him at the company, using the $80 
dollars an hour he made to pay them. 
Greg began to form his own vision for 
leadership—one that would carry him 
into retirement and beyond. 

Today, as Greg prepares to retire from 
his role as Giorgio Fresh Company’s 
Executive Vice President of Sales and 
Marketing, we take a glance at his 
storied past before gazing into the future. 
Greg remembers his time in this  
industry fondly, recognizing the pivotal 
turning points that led him to where he 
stands today.

In the early 1970s, Greg tried his hand 
at grocery retail. Imagine a young man 
a bit older than the boy we met in the 
cafeteria—fitted with a forest green 
apron adorned with ballpoint pens and 
pads of paper. He grasps a Navel orange 
in his right hand before lifting it up to 
his nose. Bright, popping citrus bubbles 
fill his nostrils. Then, a smile breaks out 

across his face.

“Joining the produce 

industry was exciting. 

Early on in my career, 

I loved how it was 

changing every day, and 

that is what still drives 

me toward the industry.”“This was a time 
when all shoppers 
were still physically 
going into grocery 
stores and interacting 
with workers,” Greg 
tells me as he takes a 
look back. “It was a 
very different world than 
the one we live in today. 
I remember when we were first catching 
on to POS—point of sale—items and 
markers to change the price of products 
at the shelves. Everything was done 
manually, but we were trying new things.”

The grocery scene had its grip on Greg, as 
it has for many. I myself had a four-year 
stint in the grocery space. The ability to 
interact directly with customers while 
learning about a vast array of food items 
is an opportunity not to be taken lightly. 

However, the supply-side was also calling 
Greg’s name. 

He spent some time living in Switzerland 
in 1975 and soon landed a job at a local 
bakery. The young man we’ve been 
following begins to strengthen his sense of 
self at this point. He is working carefully 
to delicately layer a batch of croissants 
before the 8 a.m. rush. 

“I worked in the mornings and went skiing 
in the afternoons. Rough life!” he jokes. 

In late 1975, Greg saw a job advertisement 
from Campbell Soup Company in the 
classified section of the newspaper that 
included a company car, shoreline 
territory, and a base salary of $10,200. 
Campbell had him at company car and 
shoreline territory, and he started the job 
in January 1976.

Greg soon had various avenues through 
which he could climb the corporate 

ladder. His first introduction to the fresh 
produce space came in 1984 when 
Campbell presented an opportunity 

to run a recently formed Midwest 
produce division.

“I found this to be the most 
challenging pivot in my career 52

and the biggest learning curve I had 
in my life. I was certainly challenged!” 
Greg explains. “At the end of two years 
in the fresh division with Campbell, I 
went back to working in center store. As 
we all know, the variability of the fresh 
produce industry can pose challenges to 
those who are first entering the sector.”

Although his first round in the produce 
ring was brief, Greg simply could not 
shake the bug.

When Campbell reached back out to 
Greg in 1996 with an opportunity to 
head up fresh produce to regain a focus 
in its fresh division, Greg got his second 
chance. 

“I jumped on the opportunity, and the 
rest was history!” Greg states pridefully.

In what can only be a sure sign of fate, 
Greg was tasked with selling mushrooms 
during his time at Campbell. How’s that 
for foreshadowing?

Later in his career, he worked for Vlasic 
Foods International—you may associate 

Greg Sagan,  

Retiring Executive Vice President 

of  Sales and Marketing, 

Giorgio Fresh Company

Greg Sagan,
Retiring Executive Vice 
President of  Sales and 

Marketing, Giorgio  
Fresh Company
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the name with pickles—and Money’s 
Foods before landing a job at Modern 
Mushrooms. He later joined the team at 
Giorgio Fresh. 

Fresh produce seeped deep into Greg’s 
bones, filling him with a fire to deliver 
the freshest and highest quality produce 
possible to the masses. His goal is the 
same as many of ours in this industry: 
to not only succeed, but excel in 
feeding the world. And Greg 
has done exactly that over 
the past nearly 30 years in the 
produce industry. 

“Joining the produce industry was 
exciting. Early on in my career, I 
loved how it was changing every day, 
and that is what still drives me toward 
the industry,” Greg shares. 

Many lessons have been learned 
in those nearly three decades 
since he first joined the fresh 
produce industry, Greg tells me. 
Not only did he grow within his role 
as a fierce advocate for fresh produce, 
but he grew to become a dedicated 
leader to those he worked with. 

“The team is what keeps the company 
moving forward,” Greg shares 
when I pose the question of what 
makes Giorgio Fresh such a special 
company to work for. “I hope the 
passion and drive I have seen over 
the years continues to propel the 
company forward.” 

For those who may be 
looking for guidance in 
this wild world we call 
fresh produce, Greg has 
some words to share.

“The biggest thing 
I recommend is 
understanding, 
accepting, and 
creating change, 
and the ability 
to be successful. You 
have to learn!” Greg emphasizes. 

“Technology is one example. 
Produce has so many tech innovations—
we need to push our boundaries and 
continue to learn and evolve.” 

The leadership qualities Greg has 
acquired over the years are what 
make him such a strong figure in the 
Giorgio Fresh structure. He leads with 

compassion, a great sense of humor, 
flexibility and resiliency, and most 
importantly, an open heart. 

“Self-reflection is key to being a great 
leader,” he notes when I ask what 

it’s important to build your network 
and lean on people who have deep 
experience in the industry.

Furthermore, he advises that industry 
members keep an open mind and have 
an eagerness to learn from folks that 
have deep roots in the industry. And, 

in what is perhaps my favorite piece 
of advice from Greg, he 
says, “If you’re true to your 
values and have good ethics, 
you will always become a 
great leader.”

Remember the young Greg 
we met at the beginning 
of this story? He had his 
entire future laid out ahead 
of him, with roads leading 
toward different destinations 
depending on which turns 
he took. Greg stayed true to 
himself and his values, and 
ultimately steered himself 

toward a rewarding and impressive 
career in the fresh produce industry. 

From those early days spent hustling 
around a foodservice kitchen to the 
present as Greg closes this chapter of his 
book on April 1, 2023, we are in awe of 
this illustrious and fortuitous leader who 
has blazed the trail for Giorgio Fresh for 
the last several years. 

Congratulations, Greg, on your well-
deserved retirement. We are forever 
grateful for your contributions and 
friendship.

“If you’re true 
to your values 
and have good 
ethics, you will 
always become 
a great leader.”

Joe Caldwell, 
President, Giorgio Fresh Company

Randy Riley, Co-Owner, GoldenSun Insights

Robert Tubbs, Senior Category Manager, Harris Teeter

Tony Mitchell, 
Vice President of Corporate Produce 

and Floral, Associated Wholesale Grocers

Bart Minor, 
President and Chief Executive 

Officer, Mushroom Council

“After an extensive career at Campbell Soup, Vlasic, Money’s, and 

Modern Mushrooms, Greg became part of the Giorgio Fresh team 

10 years ago, taking over the full reins in 2018. He has led Sales 

and Marketing growth to become the largest provider of fresh 

mushrooms in North America. While his experience and knowledge 

of the marketplace have certainly contributed to his success, his 

boldness, forward-thinking, and eagerness to do what others would 

not, have been his calling card.

Greg has faced every challenge with a positive, can-do approach, 

leading and inspiring his team during very demanding times. He 

has lived this business, and loved his teammates, with joy and 

enthusiasm spilling into others. His ability to push others to achieve, 

fully respecting their individual talents, was felt across the company. 

Greg’s infectious personality made friends of customers, industry 

leaders, and coworkers across the fresh mushroom and fresh 

produce businesses. That will be his legacy.”

“Greg and I have been industry colleagues for several 
years now, first working with him on the retail side of the 
business as one of his customers while I was at Kroger; 
now on the business consulting side of the spectrum, 
Greg and I still talk mushrooms, but in a different 
capacity. The thing that struck me the most about Greg 
was that he always approached situations with solutions-
based recommendations—he was quick to extrapolate 
the core issue and provide his team with sound advice, 
all while demonstrating the utmost professionalism in his 
delivery. 

It is thrilling to see Greg and his wife start this next 
chapter of life. His legacy and teachings will carry on in 
this industry as we look to the future and groom the next 
generation of great produce leaders.”

“Congratulations to Greg on his upcoming retirement. I 
truly appreciate all the great support through the years 
and tireless efforts building the partnership. I thank you for 
always being Best in Class. Enjoy the Carolina living, Greg!”

“First of all, I want to say congratulations to Greg on his 

retirement, it is well deserved! One thing that stands out to me 

about Greg is he always treated everyone with the utmost respect, 

no matter if they were a customer or not. I would always see Greg 

at every show, and we would look at each other and say, ‘Here we 

go again.’ Greg was the face of Giorgio and he will be missed, but 

I wish him all the best in the next chapter of his life.”

“Greg came up through the state-of-the-art sales 

program provided by Campbell Soup Company. He has 

brought that experience and wisdom gained over the 

years to strengthen the Mushroom Council’s marketing 

program formally and informally—twice serving on 

the Board of Directors and always available to consult 

regardless. He has been the ultimate team player, while 

at the same time a formidable competitor. Greg may be 

retiring from his day job, looking forward to spending 

more quality time with Marty (though he will be hard-

pressed to match her on the golf course!) but it would 

be a shame to lose his invaluable insights and wisdom, 

which is why I will keep his cell number handy!”

words of advice he has for other 
young leaders in the industry. “Always 
reflect on yourself. Never stop working 
on you.”

Networking outside of your organization 
is another wise piece of advice Greg 
shares with me. He explains that 
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I cannot deny the draw of eye-
catching packaging. When 
shopping, an internal struggle 

often wages between my love for 
contained, organized foods (not 
to mention an attraction to artistic 
boxes and bags) and the deep desire 
to do my part for the environment. 
So, while I was very excited to hear 
Peri & Sons Farms® was bringing a 
new offering to the United States 
market that has already cultivated 
a wave of success in Europe, my 
emotion reshaped into a liberating 
joy when I learned that the 
packaging is plastic-free.

Yes, the quaint bag accurately 
named Earthbag® Packaging 
is entirely biodegradable and 
compostable, soothing two sides 
of my consumer mind. That clarity 
makes me think the same will be 
true for many other shoppers as well.

It is also fair to say consumers can 
expect the same product care, 
quality, and effort that went into 
making such packaging possible. 
After all, you don’t buy a gilded 
treasure chest expecting to find 
pennies inside. Likewise, your 
shoppers can see the eco-friendly 
pack with the endearing design 
that follows the bee trail of 
the familiar Peri & Sons brand 
and surmise that the organic 
products within will be top-
shelf ingredients to include in 
every dish. For such care and 
caliber to go into something as 
versatile and frequently utilized 
as organic onions, I have to 
think this will be a big win for the 
produce department. 

This new offering really is the  
whole package.

A Closer Look at 
Peri & Sons Farms® 
Earthbag® Packaging
By Melissa De Leon Chavez
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

3 Sunkist® Blood Oranges
1 medium Sunkist Navel Orange
1 tbsp Sunkist Lemon juice
2 medium red beets
2 medium golden beets
¼ red onion, very thinly sliced on a 

mandoline
½ small fennel bulb, very thinly sliced 

crosswise on a mandoline
¼ cup loosely packed fresh cilantro
Extra-virgin olive oil
Salt and pepper

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 1 hr
Servings: 4

1 Preheat oven to 400° F. Wash beets, leaving some water on skins. Wrap individually 
in foil, place on a rimmed baking sheet, and roast until beets are tender when pierced 
with a knife—about 1 hour. Let cool. 

2 Meanwhile, using a sharp knife, cut all peels and white pith from the Blood and Navel 
Oranges and discard. Working over a medium bowl, cut between membranes of 2 
Blood Oranges to release segments into bowl. Squeeze juice from membranes into bowl 
and discard membranes. Slice remaining Blood and Navel Oranges into thin rounds. 
Place sliced oranges in bowl with the segments and add lemon juice. 

3 Peel cooled beets. Slice 2 beets crosswise into thin rounds. Cut remaining 2 beets into 
wedges. Strain citrus juices; reserve. Layer beets and oranges on plates, dividing evenly. 
Arrange fennel and onions over beets. Spoon reserved citrus juices over the top, then 
drizzle salad generously with oil. Season to taste with coarse sea salt and pepper. Let 
salad stand for 5 minutes.  

4 Garnish salad with cilantro leaves and savor the flavor! 

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

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

SUNKIST® BLOOD AND NAVEL ORANGE BEET SAL AD

Sunkist® Blood and 
Navel Oranges
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By Lilian Diep

A Q&A With David Black,
Vice President and Chief Operating Officer, Pacific International Marketing

G rowing up, I was a frequent visitor 
to my public library. I grabbed 
books of various sizes and left 

with a beach bag brimming with titles I 
habitually didn’t finish. I practically had 
the library on speed dial to extend my 
checkout windows.

This might not come as a surprise, given 
that my profession is writing now, but this 
field of choice wasn’t solidified until my 
freshman year of high school when my 
English teacher first taught me Latin roots. 

O ur foundations are the essential outlines we build 
upon to reach our fullest potential. In many fortuitous 
cases, it aligns with our passions and creates a tighter 

bond between both us and our goals. For David Black, his 
foundations led him to be a significant influence in fresh 
produce, both through Pacific International Marketing and as 
an inspiration to rise through the ranks of our industry.

And that’s a story we all are eager to continue reading.

Q2
LD: From there, you went to the 
University of California, Davis, 
and got a Bachelor of Science 
in Agricultural and Managerial 
Economics. How did that help get 
your foot in the door?

DB: After completing my undergrad, 
I came back to Salinas looking for 
an ag job. Unfortunately, that was 
during the 1990 recession, and I 
wasn’t able to break in. I ended 
up taking a position at Integrated 
Device Technology, Inc. (IDTI) as a 
Production Planner and was able to 
get valuable hands-on experience.

About a year and a half later, in 1992, 
I found a job listing from California 
Artichoke and Vegetable Growers 
Co. (Cal Choke) for a Grower 
Accountant position. I took a shot 
and landed it. That was my first paid 
position in ag. It ended up being a 
good position to springboard from 
because it afforded me exposure 
to the production side of the 
business. I spent time learning and 
working with the farming, harvesting, 
packaging, and cooling segments of 
the production process.

Q3
LD: I take it you sprung from Cal 
Choke to Pacific International 
Marketing?

DB: That’s correct!

I enjoyed the finance side but 
wanted to learn more and be 
involved more operationally. Pacific 
was transitioning from being a 
brokerage company to a grower-
shipper and created a new position 
for someone to help build and 
manage both the financial and 
operational sides of the process—
both right up my alley. The company 
already had a great reputation, 
and it was an opportunity to get 
directly involved operationally too, 
which for me was where all the fun 
was. I joined in March 1995 as the 
Operations Manager, and I have 
worked my way up here since.

Q4
LD: If I were to head over to 
Pacific’s headquarters, where 
would I find you, and what would 
you be doing?

DB: At any point of the day, I can 
be found working with production, 
sales, commodity managers, 
administration, and other Pacific 
departments. I might be in the 
office, or I’m out checking in with 
farming, harvesting, or cooling 
operations, so be sure to leave a 
note before you drop by!

I am very hands-on throughout 
a typical day and encourage 
cooperation among our teams to 
forecast, strategize, plan, review, 
problem-solve, or innovate. This 
keeps our thinking—and efforts—
fresh and engaging.

Q5
LD: What are some tips or tricks 
you’ve picked up along the way as 
VP and COO?

DB: Time management is key; it’s 
something you can learn from others, 
but it’s definitely a skill you have to 
fine-tune on your own.

Another is to think several steps 
ahead and plan for the unexpected, 
which is inevitable in our industry. 
This has also helped me learn to 
think creatively. Being forward-
thinking and open to new ideas 
helps not only the company grow 
but you and your team as well. 

Q6
LD: So, David, after all this time 
within the industry, what advice 
can you give to aspiring members?

DB: There is a multitude of 
opportunities in our industry, and 
I believe there is something for 
everyone. It can be demanding and 
requires a strong work ethic, self-
motivation, and an open mind, but 
you ultimately will find it incredibly 
rewarding.

60

Q1
Lilian Diep: When it comes to origin 
stories, I have a staunch belief that 
every character charts their own 
path. Can you tell me how you first 
got into agriculture, David?

David Black, Vice President and 
Chief Operating Officer, Pacific 
International Marketing: I actually 
grew up in California’s Salinas Valley, 
so I have always been surrounded 
by ag, whether through community, 
work, or friends. They created 
positive experiences and memories, 
which helped shape my future goals.

Also, I was intrigued by the various 
aspects of the industry. Thinking 
back, I felt pulled toward ag while 
looking into colleges. You can say a 
little bit of fate was involved.

David Black,
Vice President and

Chief Operating Officer, 
Pacific International Marketing

“

”

I am very hands-on 
throughout a typical 
day and encourage 
cooperation among 
our teams to 
forecast, strategize, 
plan, review, 
problem-solve, or 
innovate. This keeps 
our thinking—and 
efforts—fresh and 
engaging.

- David Black,
Vice President and
Chief Operating Officer, 
Pacific International Marketing

That’s when my passion was ignited. From 
then, I decided to pursue English. The rest, 
unironically, was history.

We may not have taken the same course 
of study, but I feel a kindred spirit in David 
Black: We both have a similar journey 
from adolescence to where we wound up, 
both took a while to find our career path, 
and both landed in a field of our choice. 
One difference? He’s the Vice President 
and Chief Operating Officer of Pacific 
International Marketing.
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

2–3 Grown True™ Organic Mini 
Cucumbers 

1 yellow bell pepper
½ cup baby carrots
½ avocado
2 bunches fresh Thai basil
2 servings rice noodles
¼ cup roughly chopped peanuts
12 rice paper wrappers

peanut sauce

3 tbsp peanut butter
3 tbsp water
1 tbsp soy sauce
1 tbsp rice vinegar
2 tsp honey
1 tsp garlic powder
Sriracha to taste

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 12 spring rolls

1 Prep your produce by thinly slicing the mini cucumbers, bell pepper, carrots, and 
avocado lengthwise.

2 Prepare the rice paper wrappers by filling a wide, shallow bowl or plate with water 
(make sure it is wide enough to lay your rice paper wrappers flat).

3 To assemble, work on one roll at a time. Carefully submerge your wrapper in the 
water for a few seconds on each side, then gently shake out to drain excess. Place 
wrapper on a dry surface and begin to lay vegetables, basil, rice noodles, and 
peanuts in the middle of the wrapper, leaving about 2 inches of space on all sides.

4 By now, your wrapper should be flexible and sticky, making it easy to close. Gently 
roll the wrapper up burrito-style, starting on one end, folding the sides in, then 
rolling the rest.

5 Make peanut sauce by combining all ingredients in a bowl 
using a whisk. Continue stirring until sauce is smooth.

6 When finished, dip rolls in sauce and enjoy! 

To learn more about Lipman Family Farms,  
visit www.lipmanfamilyfarms.com

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

VEGGIE SPRING ROLLS WITH SPICY PEANUT SAUCE

Lipman Family Farms 
Organic Mini Cucumbers
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A key component of growing 
fruit is taking care of the soil the 
trees are planted in. One way 
Rainier Fruit Company achieves 
this is through its soil amendment 
program, which utilizes culled 
apples and clippings from the 
orchards to create a nutritious 
soil compound known as humus. 
This helps keep the supplier’s soil 
strong and healthy without the 
addition of harsh compounds.

Without the little bugs buzzing 
around its trees in the springtime, 
Rainier Fruit wouldn’t have any 
fruit to speak of. Because they 
are so important to growing 
crops, Rainier employs numerous 
techniques to protect these precious 
invertebrates—including Integrated 
Pest Management practices, 
bolstering plant health to reduce 
the need for crop applications, and 
actively researching new ways 
to control pests that prioritize 
pollinator health. The company even 
teamed up with Bee Better Certified® 
to certify 150 acres of pollinator 
habitat and put the final seal of 
approval on its plantings.

Rainier Fruit has made an interesting 
and creative contribution toward 
helping the environment in recent 
years. With efficiency in mind, 
the company developed a mile-
saving bus route schedule for 
all of its trucks to follow, while 
still guaranteeing the product 
gets where it needs to go. This 
intercompany bus route schedule 
cuts Rainier Fruit’s carbon emissions 
in half while taking the strain off the 
environment by pulling extra trucks 
off of the road.

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.

RAINIER FRUIT COMPANY 
INDUSTRY SPOTLIGHT

T
he team at Rainier Fruit Company works 
day in and day out to achieve full-circle 
sustainability across its operations. From 

innovative programs that promote soil health 
at its orchards to its ability to harness the 
environment as both a tool and partner, this 
is one supplier that has long been committed 
to doing what’s right. Treating every day 
like it’s Earth Day, the grower’s approach to 
sustainability is all in the fine details. Read on to 
see how Rainier Fruit achieves this mission while 
remaining a force of nature.

STARTS WITH THE SOIL
POLLINATORS ARE 
CRITICAL BUS ROUTE ON SCHEDULE

NURTURING 
NATURE
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

3 Ocean Mist® Farms Artichokes
1 cup Italian breadcrumbs
¼ cup sour cream
3 tbsp Parmesan cheese
1 tbsp parsley
1 tbsp garlic, minced
1 cup mozzarella
Salt and pepper to taste
1 cup water
Lemon wedges
Freshly grated Parmesan cheese

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 20 min
Servings: 3

1 Cut the top third of the artichokes off and trim the bottom stem flush with the base.

2 Trim off the prickly point of each leaf with a pair of kitchen scissors.

3 Rub a cut lemon over the artichoke to prevent it from browning.

4 Pull artichoke leaves apart slightly in order to make room for the stuffing.

5 Mix breadcrumbs, sour cream, 3 tbsp Parmesan cheese, parsley, garlic, mozzarella, 
salt, and pepper.

6 Stuff the mix in between artichoke leaves.

7 Place rack in Instant Pot®. Add water to the Instant Pot and add the artichokes.

8 Cook on high pressure for 20 minutes.

9 Serve with lemon wedges and top with freshly grated Parmesan cheese. Buon appetito!

To learn more about Ocean Mist® Farms, visit www.oceanmist.com

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

STUFFED ITALIAN INSTANT POT® ARTICHOKES

Ocean Mist® Farms 
Artichokes

Mike Stephan
Vice President of Sales and Business 
Development, Monterey Mushrooms®

What Your Role Is Really Like
“‘I make the promises that others have to 
deliver.’ In all seriousness, Monterey is 
very much a team, working to provide 
fresh mushrooms to our customers for 
sale to the end-consumer. Sales is the 
easy part of a hard business. Our role is 
supporting each customer with timely, 
accurate, and candid information on our 
mushroom crops and supply. We harvest 
daily and therefore start each day anew. 
A collaborative relationship is essential 
and requires trust between both parties. 
Our success can only be measured by the 
success of our customers.”

O
ne of the many things I love about this industry is the people. I’ve 
learned so many valuable lessons on how to conduct myself as 
a human being, and that speaks volumes about those who make 

up fresh produce. One such person is none other than Mike Stephan, 
whose collaborative approach to sales and business is a prime example 
of the great minds leading the next generation. Clocking 18 years 
with Monterey Mushrooms, the Vice President of Sales and Business 
Development has learned firsthand the value of teamwork and when 
you need to take to the skies to uncover a solution. Let’s have Mike 
share the rest…

A Mentor Mentored: Those Who 
Have Shaped Mike
Shah Kazemi, Chief Executive 
Officer, Monterey Mushrooms: “A 
living example of empathetic listening 
and servant leadership.”

Ron Coles, Vice President of 
Produce Procurement, Hy-Vee: 

“Approached business with a ‘think win-
win’ mentality and emphasized knowing 
your customer’s needs.”

Karen Caplan, Former Chief 
Executive Officer, Frieda’s: 

“Developed authentic relationships and 
placed importance on how you make 
people feel.”

How Sales Becomes A Life Lesson
“Selling is a noble profession. In selling, 
we serve two parties: One is the 
customer, and the other is our employer. 

With Anne Allen

Time at Company: 18 Years

April MVP

highlights

Surprise Us
“What started out as a curious stop at 
a local airport turned into a 24-year 
passion for flying. Like most hobbies, the 
enjoyment comes along as you learn and 
develop your skill. Early in my training, 
I was overwhelmed by the gauges, 
switches, and radio chatter. As I learned 
to fly, what was once overwhelming 
turned into excitement. Flying has taught 
me to plan for the unexpected, prepare 
for what might come next, and be willing 
to ‘go around’ if necessary.” 

Words of Wisdom for the Next 
Generation
• Enjoy the fact that we are in a 

people business
• When speaking with someone, look 

into their eyes and listen to what 
they have to say

• People don’t care what you know, 
until they know that you care

• It’s not always what you say, but how 
you say it

• It’s better to be 10 minutes early 
than one minute late

The successful outcome of a sales call 
is achieving a mutual benefit for both 
parties. To have a business, a buyer 
needs growers just as much as the grower 
needs buyers.”

Curiosity

Generosity

Loyalty

Optimism

“Creates a ripple effect that 
inspires positive change.”

“I believe that people 
are generally and 

fundamentally good.”

“A curious mind is an active 
and interested mind.”

“Being loyal or showing 
loyalty takes an active effort. 

It is not passive.”
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THE MENTORS
Here is what they have  
to say about Tiffany...

Tiffany came to Pure Flavor fresh out of 
university with no experience in the produce 
industry. She was hired as a Sales Assistant, 
and from day one she showed a dedicated 
work ethic, willingness to learn, and, 
above all else, had a confident demeanor 
and could make tough decisions under 
pressure. These qualities are the reason 
she is our Director of Sales today. She is 
a trusted member of our leadership team 
that has helped guide Pure Flavor on the 
tremendous growth path we have already 
experienced and continue to experience.

I’ve known Tiffany for a few years, and right 
away I knew she had a curious mind, which 
is powerful. Over the years, I’ve watched 
her develop as a natural leader and have 
the ability to motivate, nurture, and guide 
those around her. She is disciplined and 
understands that being an effective leader 
requires learning and practice. Tiffany has 
always been one to anticipate, which makes 
her a visionary. She is an individual who is a 
goal-setter and inspires others to take the 
initiative necessary for success. Tiffany is 
truly a Mentor in the Making.

It’s an absolute pleasure to see Tiffany 
recognized for her contribution to the 
industry as a mentor. Over two years ago, 
Tiff and I were stuck in a never-ending coffee 
line at Southern Exposure where we really 
connected. The conversation continued until 
after we had our coffee, as we discussed 
the industry, business, and life—we may 
have been oblivious that we were creating 
an obstacle to the milk and sugar station. 
Our relationship took root that day and has 
grown ever since. I admire Tiff’s work ethic, 
compassion, confidence, ability to help 
others in the industry (especially women), 
and, of course, her fashion sense. The 
catalyst of what makes Tiff a great mentor in 
the industry is her passion for produce while 
leading and including those around her.

Jamie Moracci,
President, Pure Flavor®

Sharlene Taylor,
Assistant General Merchandise 

Manager, Costco Wholesale 
Fresh Foods

Melissa Pine,
National Sales Director, 

Bolthouse Farms

massive success in her career, 
and I thought of her as someone 
who paved the way as a female 
in our industry,” Tiffany tells me. 

“She’s always approachable and 
down to Earth, and no matter 
what advancements she makes in 
her career, she constantly makes 
a point to say hello.”

Further gravitating toward 
powerful women in the world of 
fresh, Tiffany began extending 
her network outside of the 
greenhouse sector, forming 
a sister-like connection with 
Bolthouse Farms’ National Sales 
Director Melissa Pine.

“Melissa is one of my newer 
relationships in the industry, 
but one I really look forward 
to utilizing because I think she 
has a lot to teach me. We first 
connected at Southern Exposure 
a few years ago, and since then, 
we have become really good 
friends. She is an incredibly hard 

MENTORS IN THE MAKING

WHEN TIFFANY SABELLI 
PICKS UP THE PHONE JUST 
DAYS AFTER A BUSY START 
TO 2023, a wave of serenity 
passes over me. This industry 
whiz carries an energy that 
immediately alleviates any fear of 
judgment—while possessing all of 
the qualities it takes to continue 
elevating the Pure Flavor® brand 
as its Director of Sales. 

If her warmth and affability are 
any reflection of her leadership 
strategies in guiding the 
greenhouse grower’s sales team 
to limitless success, then it’s no 
wonder this expert has climbed 
the ladder to such a vital position.

“I wasn’t intentionally seeking 
a career in produce,” Tiffany 
begins as I ask her to recount her 
journey to fresh. “I had studied 
accounting for four-and-a-half 
years at Brock University near 
Niagara Falls, where I had the 
opportunity to do my co-op 
program at an accounting firm 
in Leamington, Ontario, Canada. 
While I loved the numbers, I 
didn’t like the fact that I wasn’t 
communicating often with 
others, and there was very little 
creativity involved with the work.”

Unlike many of us with an affinity 
for data and numbers, Tiffany’s 
heart was also beckoned by 
a strong desire to embrace 
her creative nature. This pull 
toward a more dynamic career 
opportunity is what landed 
her a desk at Pure Flavor’s 
headquarters, where President 
Jamie Moracci stepped in as 
Tiffany’s first industry adviser.

“When I started at Pure Flavor, I 
joined as a Sales Assistant. I was 
really lucky to be privy to the 

information crossing Jamie’s 
desk, which gave me exposure 
to the entire business and the 
different decisions that were 
being made. Pure Flavor was 
expanding operations and 
growing as an organization, 
and I felt like I could make 
a difference there,” Tiffany 
reflects. “Jamie gave me 
confidence in my abilities in this 
role, and he let me take on any 
challenge if I took initiative. He 
was always there to give me 
constructive feedback but never 
micromanaged my work, and 
he constantly showed mutual 
respect for me and my opinion.”

Over the course of 10 years, 
Tiffany took on several 
positions within the company, 
occupying the role of 
Sales Assistant, Sales 
Associate, Key 
Account Manager, 
and, now, Director 
of Sales. 

Along this 
impressive 
journey, she 
crossed 
paths with 
an influential 
buy-side 
expert: Sharlene 
Taylor, Assistant 
General 
Merchandise 
Manager for 
Costco Wholesale 
Fresh Foods.

“Sharlene and I met when 
she was the hothouse buyer 
at Costco. I have always 
respected her as a leader. I 
had already looked up to 
Sharlene because she was 
a woman who had seen 

   BY PEGGY PACKER   

Tiffany Sabelli,

Tiffany Sabelli

Director of Sales, Pure Flavor®

worker, and it is so nice to have somebody to 
bounce ideas off of and problem-solve with.” 

When Tiffany speaks to me about each 
of her beloved industry guides, the deep 
admiration in her tone almost says more 
than the words themselves. 

That is what it truly means to be a 
mentor; to instill a level of confidence and 
inspiration that directly feeds the flame of 
an individual’s ambition. And in cases like 
Tiffany’s, yet another praiseworthy mentor is 
born.

One can only imagine what the next 
generation of leaders will look like when 
steered by this admirable industry ace.

Powered By
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$700,000.00
1234 Garden St.
AgVille, CA 95123
This is an all-original example of a 20-year old house. You 

will be required to either perform regular maintenance 

or pay someone else to do it, to keep your home in 

presentable condition. Of course, if you want to keep up 

with the neighborhood, you should be prepared to invest 

more time and money to bring it up to the standards of 

this progressive community.

 ¾ Built 2005

 ¾ 4 bedrooms and 3 baths

 ¾ 2,700 sq. ft.

 ¾  Keep the gutters clean to aid in water flow

 ¾  Actively replace plants and landscaping as needed

 ¾  Report suspicious activity to the police

 ¾  When walking your dog in the neighborhood, 

clean up their poop

 ¾  Moving in will require packing, unpacking, and 

putting things away

 ¾  Once settled, your spouse will expect you to share 

the chores

 ¾  The HOA will provide you with a booklet of 

CC&Rs, policies, and procedures

 ¾  There are six trees on the property; be prepared 

to trim them and rake the leaves throughout the year

 ¾  Change the AC filter each quarter

 ¾  Clean the pool and/or hire a pool cleaner

You wouldn’t market 

your house this 

way—not if you 

want it sold. So, why 

would you market 

your jobs this way?

House for Sale
By Editorial Contributor Rex Lawrence, Founder and President, Joe Produce Search℠

 ¾  Be a great neighbor, including driving 

through the neighborhood at 25 mph or less

 ¾  Pay your mortgage each month

 ¾  Pay the HOA each month

 ¾  Pay utilities on time each month

 ¾  Pay property taxes twice per year

 ¾  Mow the lawns each week

 ¾  Keep the windows clean

 ¾  Be friendly to your neighbors, including 

smiling and waving as they drive by

 ¾ Keep your garage clean

 ¾  Don’t park your cars in the street at night

 ¾  Keep the house neat and clean by investing 

your time and money

 ¾  Repaint the outside when needed

Responsibilities:

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

Of course, you can always place the formal 
job description below the job ad. Alternatively, 
you can provide the candidate(s) with a job 
description when you follow up with them.

We call it Job Ad Optimization (JAO). 
Keep it simple and provide the following 
information:

 ¾ Why Is This A Great Place To Work? People, 
place, culture, environment, leadership, a 
gym, BBQs on Fridays, and more. I know one 
employer who has a chef come in and prepare 
breakfast each morning. Share this stuff!

 ¾ What’s In It For Me? (WIFM): This is what 
the candidates want to know. I’ve heard 
employees say they were attracted to a 
company because the leadership was known 
to listen to their people and use their ideas. 
Is that your company? You want to scream it 
from the rooftops!

 ¾ Next Generation: The newer generations 
place a high value on the environment and 
culture. If you have that, then share it.

Of course, salary and benefits will always be in 
the top five. It is why many of us work, after all! 
Perhaps you want to let candidates know that 
you pay well and have a solid benefits program.

When crafting your job ads, one of the most effective 
copywriting strategies is to mirror candidates’ desires 
and objectives in their next career venture. What do 
they want from their next employer? I bet you and 
your colleagues can make a great list of what you like 
and want from a job and employer. 

Just like you wouldn’t 
want to scare away a 
potential new homeowner, 
you don’t want to scare 
good candidates away 
either. Appeal to the part 
of them that wants to see 
a lifestyle, not a list of 
responsibilities.

We all know what a job description looks like. 
So, what does a job ad look like?

Think Attract and Inspire versus Inform!
Think Like a Marketer and/or Have One Help You

Free Job Ad 
Writing Guide 

and More

Sales Role for (fictitious) Florida Berry Shipper

Are you ready to work with a great group of 

people? We work hard, expect results, and want 

our team to have balance to enjoy their families and 

lives outside of work. Based in beautiful Lakeland, 

Florida, we’re centrally located close to Tampa and 

Orlando. You get a lot of house for the money here, 

and if you have kids, you all will love the schools!

We’re hiring a new salesperson for our strawberry 

sales team. This is an FOB sales role that both 

develops new business and manages accounts 

and sales on a daily basis. Your focus will be retail 

grocers east of the Mississippi. We’re seeking an 

experienced FOB sales pro with seven-plus years of 

berry or other fruit experience. 

Compensation includes a competitive base salary; 

an annual bonus; 401k with matching and a solid 

health benefits package, including health, eye, and 

dental for the employee and their family members. 

Our business is growing! Our leadership team has 

a clear vision and is eager to bring this new player 

to the team!
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I want to pause here for a moment to 
address what is perhaps one of the most 
important aspects of my telling this story. 
While it is true that each of Cultivate’s 
founding members are women, what makes 
this company unique is not the gender of 
its leaders, but their individual expertise in 
their field.

The company is the joint dream of Angela 
and her partners, Jane Olvera Majors, 
Michele Visser, and Brianne Adams, 
who all have an extensive background 

in produce marketing. Jane, the Vice 
President of Strategy for Cultivate, has 

owned and operated a multi-million 
dollar marketing agency for nearly 
30 years: JP Marketing. Angela first 

hired Jane’s agency years ago to 
help with branding the produce 
company she was working for at 
the time. 

The two Capricorn queens 
share the same birthday, 
therefore their instant 
connection was no surprise.

“I think we knew at that 
point we’d work together 
in some capacity down 
the road, but not that we’d 
start a business together,” 
Jane explains.

When Angela and Jane 
began talking about the 
concept, they both knew 
they needed to expand 

their team. Angela had 
forged a previous relationship 

with Michele, the now 
Vice President of Business 

Development, and felt her 
upbringing in a valley farming 

family, as well as her career in 
business development for multiple 

start-ups, would be a tremendous 
asset to the agency. 

In addition to that connection, Jane 
was well-acquainted with Brianne, Vice 
President of Operations, as she has served 
in account management and business 
operations roles at JP Marketing for nearly 
a decade. Jane was confident Brianne 
would provide the operational backbone to 
the new agency. 

“We all met at a Ruth’s Chris Steak House 
location to temperature check the concept 
and discuss our roles, and the rest is 
history,” Angela recalls.

When the four women came together 
on that fateful day, it was clear they had 
struck gold. Each one of them brings 
different areas of expertise to the table, 
culminating into what has become a 
premium produce marketing agency.

Angela provides a deep understanding 
of produce marketing, having worked 
in-house at some of the biggest family 
farming companies for nearly 20 
years and experiencing first-hand the 
strategies to get products on store shelves. 

“Cultivate was born from my belief that 
food is the highest form of communion, 
and an ever-growing passion for 
supporting fresh produce suppliers is 
what keeps me going,” Angela describes. 

Having operated JP Marketing since 
1994 and been involved in launching 
hundreds of brands, locally and across 
the globe, Jane has gained an intimate 
understanding of farming operations, 
deep connections in ag associations and 
retail outlets, plus extensive experience 
in launching and growing brands. 

Michele, on the other hand, grew up 
in a farming family and intimately 
understands the challenges of farm 
operations. Her successful career in sales 
for multiple start-ups means she brings a 
growth mindset to sales for the agency. 

Last, but certainly not least, Brianne 
boasts more than 18 years of experience 
in account and operations management. 
She brings with her an extreme level of 
detail and reliability that provides clients 
and vendors with the utmost confidence 
and helps ensure everything behind-the-
scenes runs smoothly.

“Based on our backgrounds, we can 
offer farming operations a 360-degree 
perspective on a go-to-market strategy. 
That being said, we are a mighty female 
force that brings both heart and grit 
to every project we work on,” Michele 
emphasizes.

Angela has been dreaming of starting 
her own marketing agency for the last 
several years, partly in response to the 
ongoing requests she received in her 
network. At the same time as this dream 
took root, Jane launched the Farm to 
Shelf ™ initiative within her existing 
agency as a way to demonstrate a focus 
on ag marketing.

It’s been said many times before, 
and I will say it again here so you 
all know where I stand: Women 
are magic. 

The feminine spirit is one of inherent 
beauty, balanced by both a delicate 
softness and an instinctual fierceness. 
I believe femininity is something 
that evolves over time—growing 
in intensity as we observe our 
mothers, grandmothers, and 
other feminine figures moving 
through the world.

It is true, also, that women 
are a marginalized group 
in our society. Historically, 
women and feminine 
people have faced 
discrimination and 
unequal treatment, 
sometimes making it 
difficult to navigate some 
of the same experiences 
lived by other groups. 
That is not to say that 
women do not survive—
and often, thrive—in this 
society, because we most 
certainly do. 

Just look at the Cultivate 
team. Currently all women. 
All strength. 

When our good friend Angela 
Hernandez first presented 
the new produce marketing 
company to us, we were 
immediately sold. Her concept 
was to create an entity out of Fresno, 
California, that could serve operators 
in some of the top-producing regions in 
the country.

“Our desire is to elevate the brands of 
farming families across the western 
United States, creating go-to-market 
branding and pull-through sales 
strategies that generations can be 
equally proud of and profit from,” 
Angela, the company’s President and 
Founder, explains.

By Chandler James

72

- Angela Hernandez, 
President and Founder, 
Cultivate

Our desire is to 
elevate the brands 
of farming families 
across the western 
United States, creating 
go-to-market branding 
and pull-through 
sales strategies that 
generations can be 
equally proud of 
and profit from.”
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Michele Visser, 
Vice President of 

Business Development 
and Founder, Cultivate

- Michele Visser,  
Vice President of Business 
Development and Founder, 
Cultivate

Brianne Adams,  
Vice President of Operations 

and Co-Founder, Cultivate

Based on our 
backgrounds, we 
can offer farming 
operations a 
360-degree 
perspective on 
a go-to-market 
strategy.”

dozens of produce brands achieve their 
goals, so we know it works.”

This magical potion of marketing 
know-how cannot be bottled, bought, or 
replicated. The divine feminine is all 
around us, but partners like Cultivate 
are few and far between thanks to its 
team of ambitious founders. 

What the future holds for this new 
company is yet to be determined, but I 
beg the question anyway.

“It is hard to say where we will be in 10 
years, because the world of marketing is 
extremely dynamic and things change 
monthly,” Angela reminds me. “That 
being said, we are planning smart, 
incremental growth to ensure we create 
a profitable business while super-serving 
our clients.”

In speaking in depth with the women 
at Cultivate, the presently all-female 
editorial team at The Snack found 
kindred spirits. We came to learn that 
with a little faith, a lot of talent, and the 
magic of the feminine spirit, there is no 
telling what we can cultivate.

“However, without a 
dedicated sales effort, it 
has been difficult to 
get the word out in 
a meaningful way,” 
Jane points out.

So, when Angela 
approached Jane 
with the idea 
for Cultivate, 
it seemed like 
the perfect 
opportunity to 
combine their 
experiences and 
talents in a way 
that serves the ag 
marketing space.

So, why “Cultivate”? 
I know I cannot be 
the only one asking this 
question, though the answer 
is quite straightforward. It all 
comes back to the group’s deep 
connection to the produce industry 
and the multigenerational growers they 
aim to serve.

“The basic definition of the word 
cultivate is ‘to prepare and use land for 
crops.’ The clients we will super-serve 
are those that grow a crop from the 
ground up, so it defines our agency’s 
target audience,” Angela relays. “But, 
another definition of cultivate is ‘to 
foster the growth of,’ and that’s the 
essence of what we will deliver—growth 
in produce sales through strategic 
branding and marketing.”

When working with Cultivate, not 
only will you benefit from the unique 
perspective of a group of powerful 
women and their extensive backgrounds 
in the agricultural industry, but 
their ability to communicate with 
multigenerational businesses in a way 
that makes next-gen branding and 
marketing more accessible.

“We know sometimes farming families 
think it’s okay to continue doing what 
they’ve been doing and relying on 
existing relationships to generate sales. 
We also know produce shelf space is 
shrinking, and consumers are becoming 
more sophisticated,” Jane continues. 

“Produce buyers want products they 
can count on that will sell. In the end, 
branding and marketing is the only 
path to growth, and we’ve helped 

Jane Olvera Majors, 
Vice President of 

Strategy and Founder, 
Cultivate

Angela Hernandez, 
President and Founder, 

Cultivate

GREG AU
Corporate Sales Manager, Allen Lund Company

The sun rising over the mountain peaks, the wind in his face and hair…these 
are just some of the highlights of life that rank among Greg Au’s favorites. The 

Corporate Sales Manager for Allen Lund Company’s Software division has 
a way of capturing the moments to inspire any one of us to join him on an 

adventure or sit back and enjoy the view. Explore and immerse yourself in this 
wise industry member’s favorite things…

Deep Tissue 
Massage

My Family

Coaching

Fresh Fruit

Sunday Mornings

Music

Travel

Exercising 
Outdoors

Books

With Melissa De Leon Chavez

They are everything, even 
if I can’t often find a single 
photo with all of us.

It’s a joy 
mentoring 
young people.

Enjoying a just-picked 
peach or strawberries.

Live 
music and 
musicals 
are an 
experience.

Skiing, especially, 
is a great one.

Especially eating at a 
“locals” place.

Particularly those on 
self-improvement.

Relaxing with a 
cup of coffee and 
reading the paper.

And make it a 
90-minute one.
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

chicken wings

1 G&R Farms Vidalia® Onion
4 lb chicken wings
2 tbsp minced garlic
1 cup chicken stock
10 fresh rosemary sprigs
3 tbsp kosher salt
1½ tbsp black pepper

caramelized onions

1 sweet onion
1 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 1 hr 30 min 
(after overnight prep)
Servings:  4

1 Warm the oil over medium heat. Add 
sweet onions and cook for 9 minutes. 
Toss the onions, add garlic, and cook for 
another 2 minutes. Add the stock and 1 
tbsp salt; stir until salt dissolves.

2 Stir in 4 rosemary sprigs and cook for an 
additional 2 minutes before removing 
from heat. Use 6 ice cubes to cool down.

3 Add the chicken wings to a large zip-top 
bag. Once marinade is cool, pour it into 
the bag. Remove as much air as possible 
and seal. Refrigerate overnight.

6 Place the chicken wings and onion 
packet in the smoker or grill. Add the 
remaining 6 rosemary sprigs on top of 
the chicken. 

7 Smoke chicken wings for 30 minutes, 
then flip over. Cook another 20 
minutes or until internal temperature 
of the chicken reaches 165° F.

8 If the onions have not caramelized, let 
them cook another 10  –15 minutes or 
until golden brown. 

9 Place chicken wings on platter, top 
with caramelized onions, serve warm, 
and enjoy! 

4 Prepare a smoker with soaked oak 
wood chips and heat to 300° F. 
Alternatively, prepare a charcoal grill 
for smoking and heat it to medium-
low heat.

5 Transfer the chicken wings from the 
marinade to a baking sheet. Season 
the chicken with the remaining 2 tbsp 
kosher salt and black pepper. Halve 
the Vidalia Onion, then peel and 
cut. Lay on a separate piece of foil, 
bringing the sides up and crimping to 
close to create a packet.

To learn more about G&R Farms, visit 
www.grfarmsonions.com

I NGR EDI EN TS

DI R ECT IONS

SMOKED CHICKEN WINGS WITH CARAMELIZED SWEET ONIONS

G&R Farms 
Vidalia® Onions
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By Jordan Okumura-Wright

A ccidentally discovered during the Great Depression, the Vidalia® onion and its 
unintentional success have become intentionally, if not obsessively, loved by 
many over the past 80-plus years. Far and wide, buy-side operators and chefs 

gravitate toward the unique flavor and coveted exclusivity of such a sweet onion, whose 
distinctive taste is derived from the combination of weather, water, and soil* cultivated 
across 20 South Georgia counties. Those who know and love this variety best, gather 
here to share their words and peel the Vidalia onion back—one layer at a time…

Vice President of Corporate Produce and Floral, 
Associated Wholesale Grocers 

“Sales of sweet onions drive the onion category throughout the year. 
Therefore, it is imperative retailers give additional space to sweet onions 

all year. Additional displays and/or secondary displays, especially 
at the start of the Vidalia season and during holidays, can always 

generate some additional sales. The key to driving sales of Vidalia 
sweet onions is to build large displays and offer hot promotional 
pricing at the start of the season. This means a bigger sweet 
onion display within the onion section and next to salads as 
well as in the meat section for grilling and kebab themes. Be 
sure to sign displays as Vidalia. One of the favorite Vidalia 
merchandising methods is the creation of a waterfall display with 

graphic boxes provided by your supplier. This provides automatic 
marketing material that grabs consumers’ attention. The waterfall 

or spillover display also grabs attention by looking massive. Take 
advantage of regionality in display themes. The locally grown sections in 

supermarkets are definitely a benefit for marketing Vidalias. It’s one more 
avenue to educate consumers about Vidalia onions!”

President and Chief Executive Officer, Shuman Farms
“Growth in the sweet onion category relies on a premium, 

high-quality product and working with our retail partners to 
deliver category insights and merchandising solutions that 
will drive sales of sweet onions, as well as overall produce 
department sales. Shuman Farms continuously invests 
in consumer research to better understand trends and 
demands. We create innovative marketing programs and 

promotions that are research-driven and developed with 
the consumer in mind. It is important to understand your 

customer, then implement thoughtful cross-merchandising 
tactics along with inspiring point-of-sale materials that tell a story 

about your product.”

Tony Mitchell, 

John Shuman,

SnackChat

General Manager/Vice President of Sales, G&R Farms
“Sweet onions contribute, on average, 30-plus percent of sales to 

the onion category, offering a higher margin—all with the cache 
of consumer fandom. That’s right, Vidalia onions come with the 
seasonal fans that know and love Vidalia onions thanks to their 
consistent, mild flavor and they can ask for them by name. 
Retailers should prime themselves for Vidalia season by offering 
seasonal promotions and displays that excite consumers and 
remind them of this seasonal gem, so they get them in their cart 

and in their pantry for every versatile meal possibility.”

Chief Executive Officer, Bland Farms® 
“Georgia-grown Bland Farms® Vidalia onions are one of those 

rare gems that are only available for a limited time each year. 
Whether it’s building anticipation that ‘Vidalias are Here,’ or 
tapping into the shopper psyche of a fear of missing out on 
the peak-season sweetness, our marketing team supports 
our retailers with exciting and dynamic merchandising 
strategies that grab attention and drive sales. This year is no 
different. Our spring 2023 promo hits all the right notes—a 

celebrity endorsement by country music superstar Billy 
Currington, plus high-impact bulk displays and packaging with 

digital drivers to a concert sweepstakes and delicious recipes.”

Category Manager, Progressive Produce 
“Vidalia onions are only grown in Southeast Georgia 

where the perfect combination of low-sulfur 
soils, regular rain, and mild winters produce 
some of the sweetest onions. There is a defined 
production area, and only certain counties 
can grow and sell Vidalia onions. These onions 
are perfect for burgers and onion dips. Vidalia 
season traditionally starts mid-April and is a 

perfect way to kick off spring.”

Steven Shuman,

Troy Bland,

Ryan Conlon,

*www.vidaliaonion.org/about-vidalia-onions78 / APR 2023 THESNACK.NET / 79
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By Editorial Contributor Julie Krivanek, 
Founder and President, Krivanek Consulting Inc. 
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Show and Tell is a game children play showing an 
object and telling something about it. Believe it or 
not, the game we played so effortlessly as children is 
foundational, even a pillar, to conscious leadership.

Leaders, especially at the senior level, have critical 
responsibilities:

Show and Tell

Developing other leaders

Ensuring the successors to your own role and 
function

Building financial growth and stability that 
enables the business to continue through 
successive owners or generations 

This whole Show and Tell game is a normal part of 
everyday life. We teach babies to walk, use a knife 
and fork, parents teach their kids to drive, how to stay 
safe on social media, how to shave, how to stand up 
straight—and on and on.

It is an easy extension to be in the Show and Tell head 
space in helping others improve, but sounds like a 
tall order until you start with a leader’s willingness to 
have one-on-one conversations. Conversations that 
help another improve performance, take the next 
steps, learn new skills, and become more professional. 
In today’s leadership lingo, Show and Tell is called 

“coaching and feedback.”

What are some reasons for a leader’s failure? They 
don’t make time, are not comfortable with conflict 
or criticism, lack the courage, and don’t enjoy the 
teacher role. People that work for these leaders are 
robbed of unique insights, valuable observations, and 
career experience. And the leader is robbed of service 
and helping someone along the way.

What hasn’t already been said 
about senior leadership? 

That it’s about vision? That it’s about achieving goals 
through people and teams? That it’s about being 
driven by purpose and a unique strategy? 

By the time a person reaches the C-suite, much is 
expected and much is assumed. We expect business 
acumen and the ability to create profitable growth. 
We expect brains, courage, and fortitude. But what 
we also expect is “a state of being,” or the type of 
leader that others wish to emulate and follow.

What hasn’t been said about leadership is that it’s an 
inside game. It is not about the weather—a constant 
barrage of headwinds—whether the delivery got there 
on time, or the never-ending series of tasks needed 
before people enjoy wonderful fruits and vegetables 
on their dinner tables. 

At its finest, senior leaders are driven by something 
psychologists call consciousness, defined as “the 
state of being aware, especially of something within 
oneself.” Conscious leadership defines “how to be” 
not “how to do.” It is living and leading in an “inside-
out” way.

It’s springtime and the perfect time to strengthen 
your inner resolve to do what it takes to be a more 
conscious leader. Who knows? You may be the person 
who makes a difference in your business and in 
someone’s life—forever.



Hidden Treasure 

The higher a leader moves in an organization, the 
more they risk being out of touch with what’s really 
going on. But more importantly, they miss ideas and 
insights other than their own that might enhance the 
business. So:

Meet people as equals

Show interest, care, and concern: People have 
their own life stories, goals, dreams, and they 
yearn to be seen, acknowledged, and included

Work on your passion and commitment to 
customers, culture, and the company—your 
ideas to innovate, improve, and grow the 
business are the hidden treasure of the future

Hang out with people on the plant floor, those 
harvesting your crop, and employees in 
clerical roles. Every business has undiscovered 
treasures—these are found in the front-line 
people with ideas, suggestions, and solutions 

Exit the produce bubble to engage with 
people and groups outside our industry 
(Vistage, Chamber of Commerce, boards, 
trade associations, community organizations, 
industries outside of food or produce), and be 
invigorated by the treasure found in new ideas 
and fresh perspectives

Leadership lives and breathes in different ways for 
each of us—but one thing is consistent. Leadership is 
an art, not just a measurement. Leadership is a way 
of being that shapes how we show up—the deep and 
lasting impact we have and how we help others, not 
just ourselves.

According to Vistage research, the average Chief 
Executive Officer spends 72 percent of their time in 
meetings and attends an average of 37 meetings per 
week. 

Motion is not progress and being busy doesn’t make 
you important. An “open door policy” turns the leader 
into acting like a kind of counselor helping employees 
complete assignments and solve problems they need 
to work out on their own. At an extreme, people can 
turn the executive into a buddy of sorts to talk over 
the latest game, gossip about others, or otherwise 
take up valuable time.

In advertising, white space is simply the space that 
gives your eyes a place to rest and focus on the most 
important elements in front of you. While it may be 
tempting to fill up all available space with lots of 
information to showcase a product, it has been shown 
that doing so actually has the opposite effect. Our 
brains become overwhelmed instead and simply stop 
taking in information.

The same phenomena occurs in the everyday work life 
of executives. They have lost control of their time and 
the space needed for strategic thinking about crucial 
business priorities—people and the future. 

What is the solution? Block out 2–3 hours every week 
for yourself to think about your own effectiveness, 
a direct report of who needs coaching, the next 
possible growth opportunity for the company, and the 
deeper purpose of the business. 

No disruptions. 

No meetings. 

No calls.

No people asking for “just a minute of your time.” 

Just alone time to reflect on others, your effectiveness 
as a leader, and the path ahead.

White Space

don’t look or sound like we do, and ancient places 
that fill us with wonder about societies of the past. 
Travel tests our ability to maneuver the unfamiliar and 
adapt to people outside our comfort zone. Isn’t that 
what defines empathy? The ability to hold others’ 
uniqueness inside ourselves without making them 
wrong or being uneasy.

Research shows that only a third of American adults 
say they have a valid and unexpired U.S. passport (37 
percent)—about the same percentage as those who 
have never had a passport at all (38 percent). It’s 
difficult to expand empathy if all we ever experience is 
our own echo chamber.

Business isn’t impersonal. It is highly personal and 
emotional. Rather than always solely relying on data 
to make decisions, we can learn to trust gut instincts 
and our intuition about others. We can open our 
minds to different ways of thinking, new possibilities, 
and new ways to form meaningful connections.

 “The conscious leader goes beyond 
the surface to figure out what 

makes them [people] tick—their 
motivations, feelings, opinions, 

fears, hopes, and dreams.”

Examine your ability to respond rather than react to 
people or situations that may elicit your knee-jerk 
reaction or “trigger.” 

Leaders are 100 percent influenced by our very first 
role models for leadership: our parents. Everything? 
Yes, everything. Make the connection between how 
you see the world today and the beliefs and behaviors 
you absorbed during the formative years of childhood 
about:

Bookends act as a frame that holds a stack of books 
upright. Just like a bookend, a great leader is a 
supportive framework for the organization and the 
people in it. It’s hard to put into words the effect of 
such a leader, other than to say we can feel those 
effects in everything they touch. 

Although senior leadership is rewarding, it can also 
be a heavy burden. In the produce industry, the pace 
and pressure are extreme. Burnout, family problems, 
and addictive behaviors are not unfamiliar. But how 

Bookends 

Money management

Conflicts and arguments

Gender roles 

Relationship dynamics

Your value and worth as a person

Respond Rather Than React

Your parents’ story created their reality which they, in 
turn, projected onto you. This is especially prevalent 
in family businesses where the views, practices, 
and values of foremothers and forefathers color 
generation after generation. Our industry takes loving 
pride in our family business culture—so, this isn’t a 
criticism. This is simply a suggestion to challenge 
beliefs and practices that may need to be modernized. 

In some instances, a leader benefits greatly by 
working with a therapist that can help untangle and 
move beyond the past.

A 30,000-foot view of the global industry looks like 
a huge Rubik’s® Cube we solve over and over again. 
We analyze data, satisfy customers, make budgets, 
have meetings, invent new things, and take enormous 
pride in feeding people and keeping them healthy. It’s 
complicated—and at times overwhelming—but not 
insurmountable.

So, what is difficult about our business? The common 
denominator behind everything we do: people. The 
conscious leader goes beyond the surface to figure 
out what makes them tick—their motivations, feelings, 
opinions, fears, hopes, and dreams.  

How does a leader expand their capacity to 
understand people? The leadership gurus at present 
have discovered that empathy is the top secret. But 
how to develop empathy if our lives are stuck on the 
rinse-and-repeat button?  

Travel outside the USA…experience different cultures, 
different food, opposing viewpoints, people who 

Pack Your Bags 

do conscious leaders move through storm after storm, 
uplift others, seek meaningful purpose in their work, 
all while remaining collected and calm? The very best 

“bookend,” or open and close, their day with routines 
and/or rituals to guide and uplift themselves.

I love this statistic. In his best-selling book Tools of 
Titans: The Tactics, Routines, and Habits of Billionaires, 
Icons, and World-Class Performers, Tim Ferriss 
interviews more than 200 executives, leaders, and 
world-class performers. He found that more than 
80 percent practiced some form of mindfulness or 
meditation.

You might be surprised to discover the number of 
executives in our industry that start their day with 
prayer, inspirational reading, contemplation, scripture, 
or meditation. These practices form a higher intention 
for the day, reduce stress and mental rumination, and 
increase emotional control, higher purpose, self-
awareness, and focus. 

A bookend is not complete without two parts: a front 
and a back. For leaders to complete each day, a quiet 
time thinking about what went well and what could 
have gone differently creates learning and closure.

-  Julie Krivanek, Founder and President, 
Krivanek Consulting Inc.

“What hasn’t been said 
about leadership is that 

it’s an inside game.”
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e all get the hype of 
trying something new, 
something fresh, original 
and yet familiar. But for 
many consumers, trying 
something out of their 
comfort zone can be 
unnerving. And that is 
where our foodservice 
operators shine.

Whether it’s being eaten from the plate 
or drunk from the glass, consumers 
are more willing to try out something 
new when it’s presented in a way they 
wouldn’t—or couldn’t—recreate on their 
own, especially if it’s from an established 
restaurant. And as consumers’ palates 
continue to seek exciting and different 
flavors, culinarians and foodservice 
professionals are taking greater liberties 
to make that offering shine. In doing 
so, they’re exploring new cuisines, 
sustainability measures, cooking formats, 
and tools to marry their artistic vision 
with the discerning diner palate, such as 
molecular gastronomy, a format we’re all 
already familiar with.

Now, I’m not talking about sci-fi capsules 
or gum that goes through a seven-course 
meal. Commonly known presentations* 
such as sous-vide, vegetable noodles, 

and cocktails featuring fruit foam or 
smoke are all examples of molecular 

gastronomy. It focuses on the 

preparation and enjoyment of nutrition 
through a scientific lens outside of 
traditional cooking methods, allowing 
for minimal waste and optimum flavor 
to shine through.

This scientific approach to cooking 
brings a more refined and innovative 
twist to the table as it’s not mass-
produced, rather, it’s for the specific 
individual. Pipettes are used to create 
faux caviar containing fruit juice or 
broth to complement the dish. Gelatin 
holds a garden terrine together to 
be sliced individually and plated with 
fresh flowers. Dehydrated bread 
crumbs like panko encase fresh and 
seasonal produce to bring that crunchy 
mouthfeel. Excessive amounts of food 
are traded for precise portions** that 
give way to a myriad of flavors, and 
many diners seeking experience tend to 
opt for quality over quantity.

It’s a delicate balance between intrigue 
and aversion operators continually play. 
Sustainability and supply chain are 
always key factors weighing in when 
it comes to menu creation, but trends 
are there for a reason: Consumers 
get excited by something new or 
enlightening, which ignites the fire in 
other consumers to seek them out.

Now, who wouldn’t want a little spark 
on the taste bud?

* **
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12 oz 4Earth Farms™ Organic  
Vegetable Medley 

1 cup reduced-sodium chicken broth 
2 tbsp soy sauce 
3 tsp corn starch 
1 lb boneless, skinless chicken breast, 

cut into ¼" strips
1 tbsp vegetable oil
1 clove garlic, minced
Salt and pepper to taste
Steamed white rice 

Prep Time: 15 –20 min
Cook Time: 10–15 min
Servings: 4

1 In a small bowl, combine soy sauce, corn starch, and chicken broth. Mix thoroughly 
until smooth. Set aside.

2 Heat oil in a large skillet over medium heat, add chicken. Stir-fry until fully cooked. 
Remove chicken from pan. Set aside.

3 In the same pan, stir-fry the vegetables for about 5 minutes, or until tender. Add garlic, 
salt, and pepper, and cook for another minute.

4 Add the soy sauce mixture over the vegetables. Simmer until the sauce thickens. 
Return chicken to pan and toss to coat evenly.

5 Serve over rice and enjoy!

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

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

4EARTH FARMS ™ CHICKEN & VEGETABLE STIR-FRY

4Earth Farms™ 

Vegetable MedleyWTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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We’ve earned certification as a 
sustainable farm by meeting the 
highest environmental, social, and 
economic criteria year after year, 
because it’s the right thing to do.

We’re headed in a good direction with 
a series of little process improvements 
that save over 33,000 sq. feet of 
material each day—material that won’t 
go into a landfill.

Customize 2#, 3#, and 5# wrap-around 
packs with any variety of onion or a 
combo. There’s also 5#, 10#, 25#, 50# 
bags, and 25# and 40# carton options 
as well as small mesh bags with colorful 
wineglass tags.

Our Gourmet Organic Shallots, Cipollinis, 
and garlic come in packages that
are 100% plastic-free! They are 
biodegradable/single-stream recyclable 
and great earth-friendly options.

Organic onions in an Earthbag®!
Made from paper/bamboo mesh,
it’s biodegradable and compostable.
The bag’s functional, light-weight
design enhances freshness,
shelf-life, and safety.

We undergo rigorous GLOBALG.A.P. 
audits, making us GFSI compliant, 
because the safety and security of 
your business and your customers is 
worth the added cost.

You may pay a bit more for Peri & Sons 
Farms onions, but in the long run, it will 
pay off in fewer rejections, increased 
quality, added sales/repeat purchases, 
and reduced shrink. One-stop 
shopping saves time and money.



Not only is April my birthday month, 
but it heralds the beginning of 
California strawberry season. A 

felicitous bit of chance for this berry-
obsessed girl! You know I’ve got a 
signature cocktail up my sleeve to round 
out the celebrations, and I think it might 
be a hit. Let me put you onto Strawberry 
Mojitos. I promise you won’t go back. 

Made with strawberries, mint, and rum, 
this refreshing drink has you believing 
spring is a state of mind—not just a time 
of year. Imagine someone distilled the 
carefree vibes of spring breaks of old, 
perhaps without the shenanigans of 
Miami, Florida, or Cancun, Mexico. 

DIRECTIONS

Tip: Double (or even triple or quadruple!) the recipe to make 
a pitcher to share with friends. 

INGREDIENTS

1 cup water
1 cup sugar
6 strawberries
5–6 mint leaves, plus 

extra for garnish 
1 lime
4 oz rum, such as Kōloa 

Kaua’i white rum
Ice, cubed or crushed 

depending on 
preference

Lime club soda

Total Time: 10 min 
Servings: 2 drinks

I didn’t have spring break shenanigans per 
se, but whenever I wanted to feel light and 
breezy, I turned to a mojito. It reminds me 
of laughing myself silly with my sister over 
bottomless chips and guac, and we always 
sprung for a cocktail that had just a touch of 
sweetness. 

Not only is the Strawberry Mojito delicious, 
but it’s so easy to market to shoppers. You 
need only put the three key ingredients on 
a display and watch as customers take that 
inspiration right back home. 

It ain’t spring if you can’t sing, and you know 
you’ll be singing to the tune of the strawberry 
drum with this drink on your roster. I’ll be 
raising a glass right alongside you!

1. To make the simple syrup, mix together the water and sugar 
in a small saucepan until the sugar dissolves. Bring the mix to 
a boil on medium heat. Let cool for 15–20 minutes.

2. Put the strawberries and some crushed mint leaves in two 
tall glasses. Muddle the strawberries with the handle of a 
wooden spoon. (I’ve found this works best.)

3. Cut the lime in half. Juice the lime and divide among the 2 
glasses.

4. Add about 2 tbsp of simple syrup and 2 oz of rum to each 
glass. Stir to blend well. If preferred, add more simple syrup 
for a drink with less bite.

5. Fill each glass with ice and top with club soda to taste. 
Garnish with mint.
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Libations
FOR ALL OCCASIONS:

STRAWBERRY MOJITOS

By Anne Allen

Photography by 
Craig Wheeler



WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

1 lb Progressive Farms Brussels Sprouts, 
trimmed, rinsed, and halved 

1 package fusilli or rotini pasta
1 tbsp olive oil
6–8 slices bacon, cut into ½" pieces
½ cup onion, diced
2 cloves garlic, minced
¼ cup flour
3 cups whole milk
1 tsp Dijon mustard
¼ tsp crushed red pepper
Salt and pepper to taste
2 cups Parmesan cheese, freshly grated
2 cups sharp white Cheddar cheese, 

shredded

Prep Time: 20 min
Cook Time: 40 min
Servings: 4–6

1 Preheat oven to 425° F and line a rimmed baking sheet with tin foil. 

2 Place the prepared Brussels sprouts in a large sealable plastic bag. Add enough olive oil 
to coat, seal the plastic bag, and shake to mix. 

3 Pour the Brussels sprouts onto the lined baking sheet. Place in oven and roast until 
caramelized (approx. 20 minutes). Set aside.

4 While the Brussels sprouts are roasting, cook the pasta according to package 
instructions. Drain and set aside.

5 In a large skillet, cook the bacon pieces over medium heat until crispy. Using a slotted 
spoon, remove bacon, reserving the rendered fat in the pan. Add the onion and garlic 
to the pan and cook until softened. Add the flour, whisking constantly for 1–2 minutes. 
Slowly, whisk in the milk. Cook, stirring constantly until the mixture thickens (approx. 
5–6 minutes). Stir in Dijon mustard, crushed red pepper, salt, and pepper.

6 Turn off heat and add cheeses, stirring until melted. Mix in cooked pasta, bacon, and 
roasted Brussels sprouts. Enjoy!

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

I NGR EDI EN TS DI R ECT IONS

BRUSSELS SPROUTS MAC N’ CHEESE WITH BACON

Progressive Farms 
Brussels Sprouts
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