
Church Brothers Farms’

page 46

Kori
Tuggle
Bring It On Home

Jeff Knight

Giuseppe Rubino

Stacie Sopinka

Mark Campion, Kacie Vieth 
Ragsdale, and Jerrett Stoffel

Edge of Success

First Flavor, Now Packaging: How  
SUNSET® Pushed the Top Seal 

Movement

From Trend to Table

When Art Meets ‘Craft’

Taylor Farms

Edge Sales

SUNSET®

US Foods

page 38

page 16

page 62

page 28
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JULY SIGNALS THE 
start of  summer 
holiday promotions, 
triple-digit weather 
here on the U.S. 
West Coast, and 

the mid-point in the produce trade 
show season. Here at The Snack and 
AndNowUKnow, we are gearing up for what 
we believe will be a summer of  new product 
innovations, a stronger presence in technological 
ag advancements, and increased fresh produce 
demand.

One of  the questions we have attempted to 
answer is: What drives food trends and where 
does that initial spark turn into a foodservice 
fire? Stacie Sopinka, Vice President of  Product 
Development and Innovation at US Foods, 
joined me to speak to product innovation, 
discovering new food trends, and helping to 
define them.

And that is not all. In this 18th issue of  The 
Snack Magazine we bring you SUNSET®’s 
Director of  Packaging, Giuseppe Rubino, who 
shared the company’s impact on Top Seal 
technology and the team’s contribution to this 
revolutionary packaging initiative. Foodservice 
pioneer Taylor Farms® jumps into the produce 
innovation dialogue with the company’s new 
Chef  Crafted Salad Blends line. With new 
product development always in the works, 
Mark Campion, Kacie Vieth Ragsdale, and 
Jerrett Stoffel joined us to discuss how they are 
diversifying the category.

Board of  Directors Chairman Dick Spezzano 
and Executive Director Margi Prueitt also 
took some time out of  their busy schedules to 

discuss the latest and greatest with the Center for 
Growing Talent by PMA, as the organization 
celebrates its ten-year anniversary.

As more industry members make the jump 
from the buy-side to the supply-side, Jeff 

Knight, Former Category Director for 
Safeway, dishes on the challenges and the 

benefits of  being a fish out of  water, and also 
shares the new bridges he has built for produce 
broker Edge/CMC. Want to read the latest on 
Kori Tuggle’s return home to Church Brothers, 
and how her retail experience has influenced her 
career? Learn more about her here.

You will also find Village Farms’ Krysten DeGiglio 
in this issue, whose passion for greenhouse-grown 
produce goes further than the role she holds, it is in 
her blood.

And these are only a handful of  The Snack 
features you will find as we work to evolve and 
redefine the editorial possibilities within our 
company and beyond. As we continue to provide a 
place for storytelling around the hot topics of  the 
day and navigate the trade news waters, you can 
be sure that sitting still is never our thing, and that 
there is always something new around the corner. 
So, stay tuned, industry friends.

Cheers,

Jordan Okumura
Senior Editor
AndNowUKnow and The Snack

EDITOR’S LETTER
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First Flavor,
Now

ackaging:
How SUNSET® Pushed 
the Top Seal Movement

P
by Robert Lambert
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We’ve 
changed 
how a 
consumer 
perceives 
produce 
quality.

“

“

Walking through a 
produce department, 
it’s easy to see the 
greenhouse category 
has come a long way. 
From bulk beefsteaks 

and romas, to today’s assortment of shapes, 
sizes, and colors, all displayed in unique 
packaging, Mastronardi Produce has been a 
leader not only in the flavor revolution, but 
packaging as well.

Years ago, the greenhouse company was 

first to introduce thermo-wrapped triple 
cucumber packs, common footprint 
pepper and cucumber boxes, and was the 
first company to put cocktail tomatoes in 
clamshells. These advancements changed 
the way consumers saw produce, and the 
recent Top Seal revolution is no exception. 
First pioneered by Mastronardi back in 
2010, with the support of retail partners 
that included Costco Canada and Loblaw, 
I sat down with Director of Packaging 
Giuseppe Rubino to learn more about 
what went into developing Top Seal.

- Giuseppe Rubino
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With that in mind, President Paul 
Mastronardi challenged his team to 
pioneer a Top Seal design that was both 
visually appealing and highly functional. 
The result? An award-winning packaging 
and a new standard in the industry.

“When it comes to Top Seal, the 
advantages are endless. But a few that 
truly define its value proposition are the 
technology’s ease-of-use, opportunity 
for differentiation on-shelf, high-impact 
graphics on the film, full product 
visibility, and sustainability,” Giuseppe 
Rubino, Director of Packaging, tells me.

Giuseppe has been at the forefront of 
the company’s Top Seal initiatives since 
Paul set his sights on the innovation 
back in 2010, with the introduction of 

SUNSET®’s Ready-to-Eat 3 oz snack packs. 
As the company looks to bring more 
value to the retailer and differentiation 
to the greenhouse category, the benefits 
are, without doubt, transferred to the 
consumer. Think of more healthy eating 
opportunities, a product that’s tamper-
evident, has eye-catching appeal, and a 
more responsible option for consumers 
who want to know the environmental 
impact of their food.

So, how has SUNSET® made Top Seal an 
industry staple?

“Simply look at store shelves,” Giuseppe 
says. “It’s everywhere. Many of our 
competitors are adapting and creating 
spin-off versions of our original offering. I 
personally devoted 18 months of my time 
traveling abroad with and without retail 
partners to research and develop this 
package, so at first it was a little frustrating 
to see that. But we’ve recognized that 
we’ve changed how a consumer perceives 
produce quality and how they make 
their purchasing decisions, so it’s a huge 
compliment. It is very satisfying.”

In 2014, SUNSET®’s marketing team took 
Top Seal to the next level and designed 
the Eco Flavor Bowl™ to provide retailers 
with a family-size format and encourage 
what the company calls Opportunity 
Snacking™. SUNSET®’s goal is to promote 
healthy eating habits, so the patented 
design allows the product to be left open 
on the counter, encouraging families to 
continually snack throughout the day, 
rather than allow the product to sit in a 
closed package and potentially go unused.

The revolutionary design went on to win 
a PAC sustainable packaging award, and 
was nominated for several other awards.

“Paul has always had great vision, and 
always challenges us to innovate, so we 
invested and made a commitment to 
ensure it became a reality, which the 
produce industry is embracing more and 
more every day,” Giuseppe says.

Why Top Seal?
· Ease-of-use
· Differentiation on-shelf
· High-impact graphics on the film
· Full product visibility
· Increased product longevity

When it comes to packaging, 
SUNSET®’s goal is threefold:

· Reduce packaging material

· Increase product visibility (show off 
the beautiful product)

· Drive consumption
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which promotes sustainability across all 
areas of our business, and it conforms 
to our sophisticated product traceability 
program, something we pioneered in 
2002, ” Giuseppe adds, adding that it 
is not only the company that looks to 
lessen its environmental impact, it is 
consumers as well.

“It is great knowing that SUNSET® is 
becoming a household name. It 
reinforces our impact on the produce 
department’s evolution. Consumers can 
feel confident buying SUNSET® produce. 
It’s flavorful, high-quality, and innovative,” 
Giuseppe notes.

While the Top Seal revolution may have 
caught fire across the industry and 
expanded since SUNSET® first put its toe 
in the water, the company looks at the 
industry growth this way: Imitation is the 
sincerest form of flattery.

From the multitude of awards and 
accolades for packaging, growth, 
innovation, and flavor, we can see 
that SUNSET® is continuing to confirm 
its status as a trailblazer in the fresh 
produce industry.  And with the 
company’s current momentum—there is 
no stopping them now.

The Eco Flavor Bowl™ acts as a single-
use vessel you can peel, rinse, and 
serve, all-in-one. Additionally, you can 
reuse the bowls at home for a number 
of uses like planting herbs—good for 
the kids, great for parents.

“At my house, my boys use the bowls 
to organize their Legos!” Giuseppe 
laughs. “The nice thing is that if you 
don’t decide to reuse, then you can 
recycle. High post-consumer recycled 
content and no adhesive contaminants 
mean that the plastic is 100 percent 
recyclable and accepted into recycling 
streams to reuse over and over again.”

Sustainability at a Glance

The Eco Flavor Bowl™ uses 20–30 
percent less plastic than ordinary 
clamshells and are sturdy enough 
to stack. These items are packed in 
efficient, custom-designed boxes, 
which use at least 17 percent less 
corrugate than traditional boxes. This 
allows for more units per pallet, per 
truck, increasing cube and cutting 
down on food miles.

“It has so many benefits. Top Seal is 
in-line with our Green Grass Project®, 

100%

17%

20-30%

recyclable

less 
corrugate

less plastic

Consumers  can feel 
confident buying 
SUNSET® produce.

“ “

- Giuseppe Rubino

SUNSET®’s
Top Seal 
technology 
is...
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GHOST PEPPER
(ORIGIN: Nagaland, India)

FLAVORTREND

FF JELLY

PIZZA SAUCE

SALT

This is an edgy addition to a number of spread lines, with 
a surprising number of candidates popping up when you 
go looking for “Ghost Pepper jelly.” From commercial 
brands to Etsy, it seems makers often like to throw 
jalapeños in the mix with just a touch of sugar, and maybe 
even some apple cider vinegar. Yum!

People would once stare when someone dipped a 
slice of pizza in sriracha, but now The Food Network, 
Bustle, and a number of others are offering up the 
Ghost as a pizza sauce. Apparently, the burn is a bit 
more muted in liquid form with tomatoes and spices, 
meaning you can say you ate a Ghost Pepper, without 
having to be a ghost when you tell the story.

Want to look like a badass when someone goes browsing 
through your spice cabinet? Ghost Pepper Salt is the answer 
for you! While a dash of anything might not make too much 
of a difference, you might want to ensure that your packaging 
is tight and locked in, so no one accidentally goes overboard 
when using this particular product. Just in case.

Weighing in at 855,000 Scoville heat units, sitting just under 
the Trinidad Scorpion, this is one flavor trend that may be 
best approached in pieces rather than whole, no matter how 
dangerous consumers may be feeling.

lavorful heat is on fire. Salsas, spices, 
snacking… the more you can take, the 
better. Which could be why the Ghost 
Pepper has gone from a caution on the 
menu to a challenge. 

One of the proud title holders of “World’s Hottest 
Pepper,” this particular bite of fire is growing ever-
more popular, and ever-more available. Even Wendy’s 
recently launched its Ghost Pepper Fries, with a Ghost 
Pepper sauce decorating diced jalapeños (because 
one of the world’s hottest peppers isn’t enough, 
apparently).

by Melissa De Leon

While this particular treat does come with a 
warning label, having been proposed in 2010 
by the Indian military as the kicker ingredient 
in “chili grenades,” there are recipes surfacing 
for those that are looking to add a little thrill to 
their plate.

GHOST PEPPER

Source | Medical Daily and CNET20 / JULY 2016



GHOST PEPPERGHOST PEPPER

6

7
“Sinatra reminds me of my childhood and 
family... his music is dear to my heart.”

KRYSTEN DEGIGLIO
Assistant Regional Sales Manager, Village Farms

MY FAVORITE THINGS

What do you pair with your wine? If  you are this up-and-coming greenhouse Sales 
Manager, it is specialty tomatoes. From Soul Cycle to Frank Sinatra, Krysten has an 

eclectic blend of  “likes” that we just couldn’t wait to find out. So we asked her, what are a 
few of  her favorite things?

4

1

7 Friends (TV Show)

6 Warm Butter Cake from Mastro’s Ocean Club4 Chrissy Teigen’s Cravings

1 Cabernet

8 Frank Sinatra 9 Dogs

5 Tennis

Soul Cycle32 Traveling

“Whoever said 
diamonds are a 
girl’s best friend 
never owned a dog.”

 Although it dates back to the 90s, I 
still enjoy watching Friends. It never 

fails to make me laugh!

”
“

”

8 9

5 “Sometimes I cause a ‘racquet’ 
on the tennis court!”

“Whether it’s a glass of  fine 
wine, or with some sweet 
tomatoes, I love my Cabernet!” 2

3
I haven’t been everywhere, 
but it’s on my list.”“

 Warm butter cake... hands 
down the best dessert I’ve ever 
had. It’s an annual treat.”

“

“Spinning to the beat of  the music is 
invigorating; it’s a fun workout, and the 

ultimate stress-reliever.”

“Mouthwatering recipes 
and knock-out photos 
spiced up by her special 
ingredient—humor.”
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Elizabeth 
White

A
by Melissa De Leon

Blueberries
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A t a time when 
one of a 
woman’s only 
places in the 
produce world 
was to cook, 

Elizabeth White was dreaming of 
an industry that was barely in the 
making. 

Today, much of our ability 
to domestically grow one 
of America’s most popular 
berries can be traced to one 
woman who was determined to, 
essentially, create a commodity.

“In the early 20th century, people 
didn’t think blueberries could 
be domesticated,” Mark Villata, 
Executive Director for the U.S. 
Highbush Blueberry Council,  
tells me.

But the daughter of a New 
Jersey farmer, Mark says, 
was determined to grow a 
flourishing industry for cultivated 
blueberries.

Elizabeth White could possibly be 
called the mother of the modern 
blueberry, watching her father 

grow cranberries and daring 
to wonder why blueberries 
couldn’t be the same. 

Joe Darlington, Elizabeth’s great 
nephew and a New Jersey 
blueberry grower, shares with 
me that originally there was a 
rudimentary blueberry practice 
involving locals disappearing 
into the woods to pick and sell 
wild berries.

“She is the one who first 
domesticated the Highbush 
blueberry,” Joe says. “She would 
reward the locals by paying for 
bushes, and she would pay 
more for the ones that had the 
bigger, better looking berries.”

But, Elizabeth needed help 
when it came to the finer points 
of the practice. She then read 
a 100-page bulletin by USDA 
botanist Frederick Coville, who 
had done what others thought 
to be impossible; transplant 
blueberry bushes—a key part 
of turning the berry into a 
domestic plant, but only the 
beginning of Elizabeth’s ultimate 
vision.

“When I was a girl, I used to hunt 
the largest and best flavored 
berries and dream of a field full 
of bushes as great,” Elizabeth was 
once quoted as she described the 
passion that drove her.

Elizabeth wrote away to the 
botanist that she had the 
conditions needed and the labor 
to help him further; something 
that would place them both in 
agricultural history. 

In just five years, the duo was 
selling blueberries on the market, 
helping to reshape the seasonal 
routine of the region.

“I remember my father talking 
about what a benefit it was to have 
two crops that enabled them to 
have a labor force employed year-
round,” Joe explains, adding that 
before there were any domestic 
blueberries, the locals would 
simply disappear to pick them on 
their own.

Together, Elizabeth and Frederick 
worked to identify wild plants with 
the most desirable properties, 
crossbreeding the bushes and 
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she managed to build a facet of 
the industry that continues on 
today.

From a little girl who favored 
plants as Christmas gifts and 
dreamed of blueberry fields 
before they really existed, to one 
of the produce industry’s first 
women leaders of agriculture, 
Elizabeth’s legacy continues to 
have a strong foothold in the 
industry she helped imagine.

Mark tells me that not only does 
her name live on in a varietal 
blueberry name, but also that her 
family continues to maintain what 
she started. 

“Elizabeth’s great-nephew, Joe 
Darlington, and his wife Brenda 
operate a farm at Whitesbog 
Village in Pemberton Township, 
NJ, where they actively cultivate 
the oldest field of ‘Elizabeth’ 
variety blueberries,” Mark 
says of Joe keeping 
Elizabeth’s legacy 
alive and active in the 
industry.

From a girl dreaming of fields 
of blueberries, to taming them to 
become one of America’s favorites, 
Elizabeth White serves as a strong 
reminder for me of what women 
can do in this industry.

Elizabeth was a woman 
ahead of her time—a 
marketer, businesswoman, 
and horticulturalist...

“
”

creating vibrant new blueberry 
varieties. In 1916, after just five 
years of working together, the 
two harvested and sold the first 
commercial crop of blueberries out 
of Whitesbog, NJ, in 1916.

“Elizabeth was a woman ahead 
of her time—a marketer, 
businesswoman, and 
horticulturalist who preferred 
joining business meetings to 
spending time in the kitchen,” Joe 
explains of her.

When I ask about any small family 
anecdotes, he tells me, “Her family 
often worried that she worked too 
hard, and got annoyed with her 
for missing Thanksgiving dinner 
because she was out with the 
locals collecting blueberry plants.” 
A story many founders and leaders 
in the industry can probably relate 
to, but unheard of for women of 
Elizabeth’s time. 

Her determination, however, led 
to a category that defied even 
one of the hardest hits America’s 
economy had to endure,  
Joe explains.

“Elizabeth was very proud that the 
blueberry industry grew during The 
Depression, when very little else 
was growing,” he describes as one 
of Elizabeth’s great achievements. 

“She was known for her work ethic, 
and business/horticulture savvy.”

Her determination formed an 
industry that, today, thrives as 
one of America’s favorite berries. 
Not only was Elizabeth the first to 
even conceptualize such an idea, 
but also the first to use innovative 
ag techniques. 

“She was also very proud of 
being the first to sell blueberries 
under a cellophane cover instead 
of paper,” Mark adds to the 
already impressive list of her 
achievements.

Elizabeth also took from her 
father the idea of a cooperative 
and how it could benefit a single 
commodity. 

“She had been watching her father 
use the cooperative model for 
marketing with cranberries. He 
worked hard to form a co-op that 
was the predecessor to Ocean 
Spray. She modeled on that when 
she formed the Tru-Blu-Berry 
Cooperative Association that 
marketed most of the blueberries 
in those early years,” Joe says.

A task that is not easy for a 
produce item the public didn’t 
understand. Yet, against the odds, 

-Joe Darlington
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ROASTED GRAPES WITH THYME, FRESH RICOTTA, & GRILLED BREAD

Grapes

Olive oil

Kosher salt

Fresh thyme sprigs 

Good rustic bread, sliced into 1/2-inch 
thick pieces

Ricotta cheese

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes 
visit www.castlerockvineyards.com. 

Preheat oven to 450ºF. 

Spread grapes onto a sheet pan. Drizzle with olive oil. Sprinkle 
with salt. Lay thyme leaves over top. Toss everything together 
gently with your hands. Place pan in the oven for 7 to 9 minutes or 
until grapes just begin to burst. 

Meanwhile, heat a grill or grill pan to medium-high. Brush the 
bread with olive oil. Grill until nice and toasty. 

Assemble the open-faced sandwiches: Spread fresh ricotta over 
bread. Top with roasted grapes. Discard thyme sprigs.

1

2

3

4

Grapes

Tip: Pair this recipe with Shale Oak Winery’s Viognier.

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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by Melissa De Leon

When Art Meets ‘Craft’



rom on-trend, value-added 
arrangements to prepared 
foods that are ready for the 

plate, the produce industry is truly helping 
to pioneer the way that consumers eat 
today.

Taylor Farms® is recognizing these rising 
trends, and the call they have created in-
store to bring more of that artistry closer to 
home. With the debut of the Taylor Farms® 
Chef Crafted Salad Blends, the company 
is providing retailers with a unique salad 
experience to bring to consumers that 
combines incredible ingredients like fruit, 
herbs, and vegetables, in one beautiful, 
convenient, and delicious package.

Already known for vegetable innovations 
and value-added produce offerings across 
retail and foodservice, the company is 
taking things one step further with the 
new salad blends which bring that chef-
inspired culinary touch you might see on 
a restaurant plate to the prepared salad 
section of your store.

Six distinctive salad blends offer a diversity 
of flavor within the produce department 

while also enticing the eye with a visual 
aesthetic not always seen in the category. 
Until now.

“Like our successful Chopped Salad Kits, the 
new Chef Crafted line combines product 
innovation with packaging innovation and 
is grounded in consumer research,” Retail 
President Mark Campion says, adding 
that these blends are a first in the industry 
and deliver on the company’s mission to 
be America’s favorite maker of salads and 
healthy fresh foods.

Convenience, nutrition, taste, and food artistry 
are a combination of values that foodies and 
consumers crave across their produce picks.

“The benefit is you 
will get optimum 
clarity; there will be no 
hiding the vegetable, 
everything will be 
right at the top for 
consumers to see.”

- Jerrett Stoffel

F
Mark Campion
Retail President

Jerrett Stoffel
Vice President of 

Operations
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It is an offering that not only meets the 
desire for those straight-from-the-chef 
creations that is growing in the U.S., 
but also looks to cater to consumers’ 
taste preferences, their need to prepare 
fresh and healthy meals, and to do so 
quickly, according to Director of Product 
Development Kacie Vieth Ragsdale.
 

“In meeting with consumers, we heard 
clearly that this collection of salads offers 
the visual and taste experience typically 
found in premium, restaurant-style salads,” 
Kacie explains of the reception Taylor 
Farms has received for the product line.
 
The product itself is not the only 
innovative aspect, how it is presented has 
also taken important technical steps.
 
Each offering is wrapped in the company’s 
proprietary TaylorClear™ packaging, 
offering a key advantage to the line: clarity.
 

“The benefit is you will get optimum 
clarity; there will be no hiding the 
vegetable, everything will be right at the 
top for consumers to see,” Vice President 

of Operations Jerrett Stoffel says, an 
aspect that has become increasingly 
important for produce sales as 
packages move more and more towards 
showcasing what is inside.
 
It strikes me how many members of the 
Taylor Farms team intimately know the 
process of what it takes to make the Chef 
Crafted Salads happen, and what goes 
into bringing such an offering to market.
 
So what has it taken to get this far? And 
to take the art and expertise found in 
top restaurants and package them 
up for the produce aisle? About five 
years of work in trial and technology. 
With overwhelming responses, such 
as 95 percent of participating panelists 
reporting that they would purchase Chef 
Crafted Salads, Taylor Farms looks at the 
products as a great growth opportunity 
for retailers.

The Chef Crafted Salads are already 
available at West Coast grocery stores, 
and rolling out nationwide by late 
summer 2016.

Kacie Vieth Ragsdale (left) and Christina Barnard (right)

Kacie Vieth Ragsdale
Director of Product 

Development
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INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

SALMON WITH GRILLED CLOUD 9™ TOMATOES

2 cups Cloud 9™ Cherry Tomatoes

3 five oz salmon fillets

2 fresh garlic cloves, minced finely

1 ½ tsp extra virgin olive oil

¼ tsp salt and pepper, to taste

2 tsp chopped fresh thyme, chopped (optional)

2 tbsp fresh lemon juice (optional)

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare 
recipes visit www.pure-flavor.com.

Set barbecue to medium-low heat.

In a bowl, combine olive oil, salt, pepper, and garlic.  
Coat Cloud 9™ Tomatoes in mixture.

Grill Cloud 9™ Tomatoes for 5-8 minutes, or until  
softened, and add salmon to grill for an additional  
5 minutes. 

Tip: Drizzle lemon juice for best flavor and sprinkle fresh thyme 
before serving.

Cloud 9™

Tomatoes

1
2

3
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WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

INFINITE GOLD MARGARITA

2 oz puréed Infinite Gold cantaloupe
1 oz lime juice
1 oz simple syrup
1 oz triple sec or orange liqueur
1½ oz tequila
Salt, to rim glass
Lime wedge and a piece of  Infinite Gold, 
balled, for garnish

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare 
recipes visit infinitecantaloupe.com.SErvINGS: 1 margarita

Mix all ingredients in a glass.

Garnish with lime wedge and melon ball. Add salt to glass rim.

Cheers!

Note: Infinite Gold is a long shelf-life melon, so you can enjoy it longer!

Infinite Gold 
Cantaloupe

1
2
3
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Lancaster FOODS, llc:
Started From A truck bed,
Now We’re Here

tep back three decades and imagine a single, 
worn pickup truck; the bed laden with produce, 
serviced through the knowledge and enthusiasm 
of two brothers. Move slowly through to present 
day, as that lone truck transforms into Lancaster 
Foods, LLC, a leading wholesale produce provider 
fast-approaching its 30th anniversary.
 
“Lancaster Foods is larger than Dave and I 
could have imagined 30 years ago,” John Gates, 

company Co-Founder, tells me as we discuss what 
brought Lancaster to its current position. “Especially in 
the breadth of products that we distribute and process, 
with a customer base that extends the length of the 
Eastern Seaboard. But what has not changed is our 
commitment to the core values that we started with.”
 
Best quality. Fastest service. These company adages 
have enabled Lancaster Foods to move from its humble 
beginnings, to the company’s now formidable status s

by Laura Hillen

 

John Gates (standing, left), leads meeting for buying and sales staff 
with Executive Vice President Kevin Jones (standing, right)

John Gates, President of Lancaster Foods
inspecting cooking greens
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as a buyer and shipper with national reach. All throughout, 
Lancaster has retained focus on procuring the fresh and finest 
produce, both domestically and internationally, and delivering 
it with an enviable speed to market.
 
However, before the now familiar Lancaster promises and 
refined reputation, the company’s beginnings commenced 
with a passion for produce and a single pickup driving its 
foundation.
 
Born and raised in Altoona, PA, company Founders John and 
Dave Gates laid a stalwart company foundation from dusting 
their hands by selling fruit and vegetables with the Hesser 
Brothers in Altoona, to working high up in the fruit trees of the 
Heisey Orchards in Mercersburg. Through these rich practices 
from various facets of the produce industry, the brothers 
combined their own experiences, knowledge, and drive, to 
form Lancaster Foods in 1986.
 
Though the original Lancaster Foods was operated solely out 
of the back of John’s truck, the brothers’ motivation soon 

found them in 1992, with a pitch for acquirement by Guest 
Services, a hospitality management company based 
in Fairfax, VA; an offer that Lancaster Foods inked into 
permanence, thus swelling the truck’s immediate fleet and 
moving Lancaster Foods into its own 125,000-square-foot 
facility in Jessup, MD.
 
Over the years, Lancaster Foods would continue to grow 
and solidify its presence as a leading packaging and 
distribution company along the East Coast. As it continued 
to broaden its offered services, the company also 
swelled its number of employees to upwards of 500 team 
members, and a trucking line to over 100 sets of wheels. 
2005 promised even bigger growth for the company as it 
became officially registered as Lancaster Foods, LLC.
 
Nowadays, the company operates out of a 250,000-square-
foot distribution and processing center on 22 acres of 
land in Jessup, MD, where the company took up residence 
in 2008. From there, Lancaster Foods utilizes a skilled 
team of buyers to source quality produce into the center, 

Left to right: John Gates with Operations Manager, Mike Szyjka 
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simple slices, to shredded or ribbon-cut products; 
tailored to each customer’s specific need. Adding in 
the company’s overwrap and clamshell packaging 
services sees Lancaster servicing the consumer 
needs of large brands.
 
“So much of what we do now is customizable 
per each customer’s needs. Our broad range of 
products also extends further than cutting fruit and 
vegetables for value-added products, to bagging 
items such as cooking greens or salads, and our 
wide selection of packaging options,” John says, 
divulging each facet as an indicator of what sets the 
company apart. “From our position as a forward 
distributor for key suppliers on the East Coast, 
to providing product support in-store with our 
retail merchandising team, Lancaster is able 
to create value for our customers in a large 
number of areas.”
 
This go-to-market strategy extends to partnerships 
with retailers to develop and provide solutions 
for the fresh produce needs of consumers. All 
made possible through the combination of the 
company’s innovative mentality and Lancaster’s 
experienced staff of professionals that spans all of 
its departments; from procurement and sales, to 
transportation and information technology.
 
John says, however, that the company is not 
immune to the challenges congruent with its rapid 
growth, including difficulties experienced as a 
distributor and processor; such as a limited labor 

where it then provides a wide selection of value-added 
and packaging services, before enlisting its sophisticated 
logistics system and trucking fleets to deliver product along 
the length of the eastern seaboard from Maine to Florida.
 
So how is the company looking to celebrate this landmark 
achievement, and keep its momentum moving forward? 
“Well, the challenge is stopping an operation of this size 
and complexity, even for a minute,” he laughs. “But we have 
plans in development. As always, we’re constantly looking 
forward.”
 
This forward-thinking knowledge and history have 
culminated to where Lancaster Foods resides today, 
delivering quality fruits and vegetables, time and again, at 
consistently quick speeds, and branching into new full-
service offerings through its vertically-integrated nature.
 
“What differentiates us, beyond just our vision, are the 
innovative services we offer,” John says. “At our facility, 
we’ve employed rapid response logistics to provide fresh-
cut processing to our customers with an extensive variety of 
packing options.”
 
Far from sole distribution services, Lancaster Foods 
provides retailers with value-added, fresh-cut produce, from 

Jerry Chadwick, Vice President of Sales & Marketing, “gowns up”
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added items on shelves at the local supermarket, 
even further back to fields with the company’s 
grower partners. These existing relationships, says 
John, are ones that Lancaster has spent decades 
developing, and seeks to cultivate with new partner 
prospects as well.
 
But whether you’re looking at the skilled team, 
efficient operations, or fulfilling relationships at 
Lancaster, it all comes back to those two company 
promises, fulfilled by the initial vision of two 
brothers: best quality, and fastest service.

Although the single pickup truck is now just a 
small footnote in the company’s history, it’s these 
commitments which will propel Lancaster Foods, 
LLC, forward into the next three decades, with an 
even bigger history in the making.
 

pool of qualified workers. The difference is Lancaster’s 
ability to stay at the head of the market based on 
an outlook that has lasted 30 years and will take the 
company into the next several decades; a dedicated 
team and continued focus on the customer.
 
“We focus on buying the best, no matter whether it 
comes from down the street or across the country. 
That focus on quality also extends to buying organic 
and conventional,” John says as he emphasizes the 
importance of meeting consumer expectations. “A 
responsiveness to consumer initiatives and demands, 
is an ability that we’ve honed and pride ourselves on. 
This enables us to develop solutions specific to each 
customer and consumer need.”
 
Lancaster’s dedication to service and the produce 
industry at large also extends past the line of value-

What differentiates us, beyond 
just our vision, are the innovative 
services we offer. - John Gates

Left to right: Timothy Holloway and Fernando 
Rodriguez at a buying and sales meeting

Lancaster Foods Distribution & Processing Center in Jessup, Maryland
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JEFF
KNIGHT
EDGE OF
SUCCESS

by Jordan Okumura



t was a huge risk.  For me 
and for the company,” Jeff 
Knight, Vice President of 

Sales-Northwest for Edge/CMC tells me, 
as we talk about his beginnings with 
Edge just over a year ago. This is the 
first thing he says to me, but he says it 
with a smile and a deep determination.

“We knew that there was an opportunity 
there in both Oregon and Washington 
as Edge did not yet have a team in the 
region. And when Edge decided to 
make the move to enter the market, 
they brought me on board,” Jeff says.

Jeff and his team of one.

But let’s back up a moment. Jeff is a 
30-year Safeway veteran, and for those 
not lucky enough to have met him by 
now, you can see he’s up for just about 
any challenge. Jeff began as a store 
Courtesy Clerk before he attended 
the University of Berkeley. He spent 
15 years at the store level, working 
his way up to Produce Clerk, then 
Assistant Produce Manager to Produce 
Manager. Jeff then spent another 15 
years backstage as a Field Merchandiser, 
Manager of Division Operations for 
Northern California, Regional Director 
for Northern California, Seattle, 
Portland, and Dominick’s, and a 
Category Director before leaving 
Safeway on March 20th, 2015. All in 
produce. 

The merger brought new opportunities 
for Jeff to explore outside of Safeway, 
but he ultimately wanted to stay in 
produce. Jeff joined the Edge/CMC 
team in March of 2015, and packed 

his bags and moved just outside 
of Seattle, Washington, to manage 
the company’s Northwest footprint. 
Alone. At least to start. And the 
new division has already grown the 
region’s vendor spread to 30 clients. 

It wasn’t just the challenge that 
brought Jeff to Edge/CMC. The 
company has a high level of 
professionalism, passion, and 
dedication to the products they 
represent, and these were attributes 
that also aligned with Jeff’s core 
values and vision. The easy part was 
choosing Edge as his next path, the 
hard part was executing the new 
role.

“I went up there as the sole 
representative to start, and soon 
hired two former Safeway Field 
Merchandisers, Tim Meyer and Nick 
Lambrecht, who brought 62 years 
of combined experience to the 
Pacific Northwest,” Jeff says. “They 
were definitely taking a gamble by 
entering into this unknown territory 
with me, but their focus and insights 
have only made Edge/CMC a better, 
stronger broker.”

A couple months later, as Jeff 
steadied his feet on the ground, he 
asked Phil Smith, also a previous 
field merchandiser with Safeway, to 
become his Independent Account 
Manager. While Phil was a bit out 
of his comfort zone in terms of the 
requirements of the new role, he 
also saw the same possibilities that 
Jeff did. In his position, Phil helps to 
manage and drive the client base 

forward while also working with five 
different distributors and vendor 
partners.

Now, with three full-timers, three 
part-timers, and 30 brands under 
Jeff’s belt, Edge/CMC has become 
one of the largest produce brokers 
in the Northwest; all in the span of 
one year.

“We may not have as many boots 
on the ground as some other 
large brokerage firms, but I can 
guarantee  you that because my 
guys know how to work a store on 
a granular level from the moment 
they walk in, we are getting a lot 
more done,” Jeff tells me. “They 
know what they need to do at the 
store level, to make the product, 
vendor, and the retailer successful.”

When you look at Edge, you can 
see that the company has been 
in a constant state of growth 
and evolution. When Owner and 
President Brad Raffanti founded 
Edge Sales & Marketing in 2002, 
he entered the game at a time 
when Safeway was centralizing 
its business in Pleasanton, which 
allowed Edge to become the 
leading retail broker specializing in 
the sales and marketing of value-
added and commodity produce for 
Safeway Corporate and Northern 
California retailers and distributors. 

Edge’s primary focus has always 
been to add value for its retail 
partners and vendors. While the 
company has developed deep and 

I“
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established relationships with retailers, 
the name of the game for Edge has truly 
been “Adapt.”

In Safeway’s heyday, the company 
covered nine different divisions from its 
Northern California headquarters. When 
Safeway announced that the company 
was merging with Albertsons in 2014 
and that it would be decentralizing 
Safeway’s buying model, it was then that 
Brad made the decision to join forces 
with CMC in Southern California who 
had the Albertson’s connection. While 
that may have covered the bases for 
California, that still left the Northwest 
without representation. Edge had clients 
in Oregon and Washington from its work 
with Safeway Corporate, but now the 
decentralized buying took Edge out of the 
Northwest game.

“They needed someone up there to work 
with vendors and build the business, but 
the thing is, every vendor we wanted to 
bring on had someone else representing 
them already,” Jeff says. “So the 
landscape was already that much more 
competitive and difficult to break into.”

This is where Jeff and his team were able 
to truly differentiate themselves. They 
had the benefit of retail backgrounds 
and relationships from the buy-side of 
the industry to truly engage vendors 
in a different way. Edge began touting 
themselves as the produce experts, 
a phrase that Jeff was more than 
comfortable to communicate.

“While I can’t tell you how to stack a can 
on a shelf, I can tell you how to build a 
produce department from the minute 

“

“

-Jeff Knight

That is one thing I 
didn’t want to lose, 
working with those 
people that I had 
developed these 

great relationships 
with over the years.
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produce is pulled from the ground 
till it gets to the store,” Jeff says. “So, 
having that knowledge along with 
the expertise of the guys I have out in 
the field, has really helped us grow 
our business. It has been a huge 
opportunity, and well worth the risk.”

Now that Edge is growing its foothold, 
Jeff is looking to continue expanding 
its vendor base and draw new items 
into the fold.

“It is a great challenge that I enjoy 
everyday. It takes what I have done 
as a Category Director when I was at 
Safeway, and allows me still to work 
with some of those same individuals 
I worked with when I left Safeway. 
That is one thing I didn’t want to lose, 
working with those people that I had 
developed these great relationships 
with over the years,” Jeff adds.

When it comes to vendor partners, 
Jeff tells me that there can be a big 
misconception out there about what 
type of clients Edge will take on in 
terms of the scale of a company, 
as well as the volume of product 
offerings.

“I represent companies that have as 
few as three products or as many as 
20,” Jeff says. “Volume doesn’t matter 
as long as it fits the mold within retail 
produce operations and aligns with 
Edge’s core values.”

For example, Jeff took on Reliant 
Water who wanted to break into the 
produce beverage set. They only had 
three products, but it was a company 
that Jeff believed in. Within a few 
months Jeff actually got them into 
the produce department in Safeway 
with a peach water, mint cucumber, 
and a regular water all created for the 
purpose of cell regeneration amongst 
other benefits. Safeway thought it 
was a better fit in produce than in a 
center store beverage aisle because it 
aligned with produce’s fresh concept 
and nutritional attributes.

“It just has to make sense,” he adds.

So, what motivated Jeff to make the 
switch from Safeway after 30 years? 
The desire for a new challenge. When 
Jeff joined Edge last April, the team 
offered him the opportunity to grow 
the company in the Pacific Northwest 
on his own terms, and how he 
thought it should be done.

“We may see business opportunities 
left and right now, but when I went 
up there, I spent a whole entire 
month and a half before we had any 
clients sign on,” Jeff says.

When Jeff worked at Safeway he 
did pretty much everything except 
running the procurement office down 
in Phoenix, he tells me, from running 
divisions and managing categories to 
merchandising.

“So, from the retail side of the 
produce business, I didn’t feel 
like I had much more to learn or 
anywhere to significantly grow. The 
broker side of the business is a 
whole new adventure, from growing 
new relationships with different 
retailers I had not worked with 
before, to building relationships with 
independents. I have had to widen 
my scope and look at it from an 
entirely new perspective and not just 
a Safeway standpoint,” he says. 

“ Volume 
doesn’t 

matter as 
long as 

it fits the 
mold.

“

-Jeff Knight
TASTEFUL SELECTIONS

MARIE’S

SUNSET®

MANN PACKING

FRESH EXPRESS

A few of the companies 
represented by Edge in the 

Pacific Northwest
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This new venture has deepened 
his understanding of the different 
dynamics in produce. While Jeff 
has made it look easy from where 
I might sit, he reminds me it has 
been no small adjustment.

I ask Jeff how the transition has 
been for him, adapting from being 
the “chased” to now doing the 
chasing.

He pauses, then laughs. “When 
you are a Category Director at a 
retailer like Safeway, everyone 
wants your business and everyone 
wants to talk to you. Now that I am 
no longer at retail, we are the ones 
chasing down the Director and 
Sales Manager and trying to get 
them to carry our products. It is a 
different end of the relationship 
than what I am used to. But, I also 

respect this side of the industry 
so much more now that I am 
basically in their shoes and am 
faced with their challenges.”

Jeff has a cool, deep focus, even 
as he talks to me about the 
challenges that are still present 
and the ones yet to come. So, 
what keeps Jeff up at night? 
Giving each brand the attention 
they need to grow their sales, 
he tells me. I suppose there are 
worse things, but for Jeff, his 
commitment is something that 
is essential to every vendor 
relationship he builds. It is his 
own standards that keep him 
up at night, but also propel the 
business forward.

When he isn’t tossing and 
turning over the latest client 

predicaments, or designing a 
new merchandising program 
for a vendor, Jeff spends time 
with his wife and son; watching 
his son play baseball for Chabot 
College when he can make it to 
California, playing golf, going 
to the movies, hiking, and 
exploring the new state he is 
living in.

And as Edge continues to 
map its way through the 
new geography of the Pacific 
Northwest, it can rest easy 
knowing that the man with the 
reins can navigate both sides of 
the conversation.

“It’s been an adventure,” Jeff 
says.

From where I am sitting, it looks 
to just be the beginning.

Pleasanton, CA

Snoqualmie, WA

EDGE SALES’
REGIONS OF 
OPERATION Oregon
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GRILLED NAAN

1 pint One Sweet® tomatoes, sliced thin

2 Sweet Twister™ peppers, seeded and 
diced into ¼ inch pieces

4 naan

4 red onions, sliced thin

1 tbsp oregano, finely chopped

¼ tsp white pepper

2 boneless skinless chicken breast, sliced 
into ½ inch medallions

1 pineapple, cut into 2½-inch slices

3 tbsp vegetable oil, separated

¼ tsp cracked black pepper, split

¼ tsp salt

¼ tsp kosher salt

Water, 1 tbsp at a time as needed

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes 
visit www.sunsetgrown.com. 

SErvINGS: 4

Preheat grill or oven to 375℉. In a large skillet over low heat, heat 1 
tablespoon of  vegetable oil. Cook onions for approximately 30 minutes, 
stirring frequently until caramelized. Add water 1 tablespoon at a time if  
mixture becomes too dry to avoid burning. Once cooked, pulse in a food 
processor until a thick paste forms but still has texture.

In a large bowl, combine oregano, cilantro, white pepper, salt, and 2 
tablespoons of  vegetable oil. Place chicken breast slices in herb mixture and 
gently toss to evenly coat. In a large preheated skillet over medium-high 
heat, sear the chicken for approximately 2 minutes per side, cleaning the pan 
halfway through.

Season pineapple slices with pepper. Grill pineapple on medium-high heat 
for 3 minutes per side. Remove from heat and allow to cool. Remove core 
and dice pineapple into ¼-inch cubes.

Divide all ingredients evenly amongst the 4 naan. Start with a layer of  
onions, followed by tomato, chicken, pineapple, then peppers.

Over indirect heat, grill naan for 8 minutes, or until crisp. Finish with kosher 
salt and fresh cracked pepper.

1

2

3

4

5

Sweet Twister™ 
Peppers

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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KORI TUGGLE

BRING IT ON HOME
by Jessica Donnel

t’s time to come home.” 

After a ten-year hiatus from working 
at Church Brothers Farms, that’s 
what CEO Steve Church told Kori 
Tuggle as he anticipated changes for 
the Salinas-based grower/shipper/

processor, and for Kori.

 “Working for Tom [Church] and Steve, I always 
admired the opportunities they offered their family 
of employees and felt that they truly believed in me. 
I’m not the only one that thinks that way. What they 
taught me in the beginning of my career has been 
invaluable,” Kori tells me. “When the opportunity 
came up, I wanted to come back and be a part of 
that attitude of relentless entrepreneurial vision 

I“ that drives their businesses forward.”

Kori made the decision to leave Church 
Brothers Farms in 2005 when she was Director 
of Marketing, to take a position at another 
family-owned company, Ocean Mist Farms. 

Fast forward ten years to a call from Steve 
Church that led her to taking a tour of the 
modern-day Church Brothers Farms and True 

Kori returned 
to Church 
Brothers Farms 
in 2014 as Vice 
President of 
Marketing



Left to Right:  Tom Church, Jesse Martinez, Steve Church. Jesse Martinez was the 
first field manager Tom and Steve hired when they started Church Brothers. He was 
also the first person in 2000 to bring Kori out to the fields and have the patience to 
teach her the growing and harvesting side of the business. 

Leaf Farms operations, and what Kori 
saw, she said, was stunning. She calls 
the company’s metamorphosis into a 
large in-house farming program and 
processing plant an entirely different 
company than when she left—based 
now on the combined family farming 
programs of Church Brothers and Rio 
Farms.

Coming “home” for Kori meant getting 
a front row seat into a Church Brothers 
Farms that has evolved into a vertically 
integrated grower-owned processor 
with a focus on innovation from field-to-
plant processing. A part of the transition 
are the men who gave Kori her first 
opportunity on the supply-side after 
leaving a position with Safeway in 2005: 
Steve and his brother, Tom Church.

“These two set a great example of how 
to operate a family-owned agribusiness. 
Two brothers working successfully 
with each other is a rare balance in our 
industry,” Kori says as she tries to explain 
the magic behind the dynamic duo. “Tom 
is the innovator, while Steve is the people 
manager. And now, it’s rewarding to 
watch them prepare to pass along their 
torch to the next set of Church Brothers: 
Tom’s sons, Jeff and Brian Church.”

Family has always been an important 
factor for Kori, not only personally but 
professionally. Her father, Tom Tuggle, is 
the reason she got into produce, she tells 
me. Being a part of the produce industry 
from the 1970s to the early 2000s, her 
father started on the sales side of the 
industry at Ralston Purina in the 1970s 
when Purina was in the fresh mushroom 

business.

“I had no idea of the gift he 
gave me in guiding me into 
the fresh produce industry 
until years later. That will 
forever influence not only my 
career, but the personal side 
of my life story,” she says—
referring to her husband who 
she met while working at 
Church Brothers the first time.

When Kori did decide that a 

produce career would be her path, she 
went to Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo for 
an agribusiness degree, where she was 
able to intern under produce industry 
veterans such as Jan DeLyser at FPFC 
and Connie Stukenburg, then at Citrus 
Connection. But her true entry into the 
fresh produce industry was through a 
position in procurement for Safeway.  

“Joining a large retailer like Safeway 
right out of college gave me the rare 
opportunity to instantly work with a 
large number of produce companies, 
growers, and different commodities,” 
Kori says. “I did that for five years before 
I transplanted myself into the salad bowl 
of the world—the Salinas Valley.”

After five years at Safeway, Kori returned 
to those values she’s held close, choosing 
to join two family-owned fresh produce 
companies, Church and Ocean Mist.

“Both companies are multi-family owned 

which I’ve found I thrive on—I love 
telling that family story as well as 
having that direct connection to who 
makes the company tick day-in and 
day-out,” Kori adds.

Kori has always been adept at keeping 
her respective company at the head 
of the pack. Whether it was her role 
as an early adopter of online, social 
marketing, commodity category 
management, or attempting to create 
a brand for a bulk commodity, she has 
always looked ahead and accepted 
new challenges. 

“My current challenges are continuing 
to grow, but give me that much more 
satisfaction,” she said.

The new personal challenges include 
shifting from commodity to value-
added marketing and product 
development, and shifting focus from 
retail to the foodservice channel like 
that of Church Brothers. 

“Nearly 80 percent of our business 
at Church Brothers is foodservice,” 
Kori says. “It has been a learning 
curve for me—but I’ve also enjoyed 
understanding the similarities 
between the two channels.”

While Kori is inspired by her new 
challenges, it’s working with the 
growers and the people at the 
processing plant, and feeding off 

“My job is to tell their 
story: The family—the 
products—and the people 
behind it all. I get the 
privilege to tell their 
story for a living.”

- Kori Tuggle

Kori with her 
husband, Stephen 

Dinner, who is 
the Controller 

at International 
Produce Group
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enjoyed learning more about the 
different varieties of baby kales and 
mature curly kales. We will continue 
to be creative with this commodity 
as the consumer at home, or eating 
out, shows us with their dollars that 
their preference for healthy-heartier  
vegetable blends is here to stay. It’s 
up to us to cater to that growing 
demand for creative kale products 
that so far, we have been able to keep 
up with.”

Supporting that kale trend is 
the company’s recent product 
innovations, like the Kale Color 
Crunch which debuted last fall 
and offers a six component, multi-
use vegetable blend that includes 
Rainbow kale, Brussels sprouts, Napa 
and red cabbage, Radicchio, and 
carrots.

As the tide changes and the next set 
of Church Brothers look to take the 
helm of the company, Kori said that 
she couldn’t be more satisfied for, 
and appreciative of, the path that has 
brought her back here.  

“My job is to tell their story: The 
family—the products—and the 
people behind it all. I get the privilege 
to tell their story for a living,” she said. 

“And the story yet to come,” she smiles. 

Left to Right: Chuck Church, Steve Church, Tom Church, Kori Tuggle, Jeff 
Church, and Jesse Martinez. Steve Church’s son, Chuck Church, works on the 
marketing team and is their “in-house” video producer. 

Part of the team Kori works with at True Leaf Farms, 
salad processing plant. Left to right: Francis Adenuga 
(VP Technical Services), Kori Tuggle (VP Marketing), 
Drew McDonald (VP Quality & Food Safety), Raymond 
Gonzales (Senior Production Manager)

their shared passion for the business 
that really defines the satisfaction she 
derives from the work.

“I love working with the talented team 
at our salad processing plant, True 
Leaf Farms,” Kori said. “Working 
at a large scale processing plant is 
something entirely new for me and 
I’m amazed every day I interact with 
them, of the amount of talent it takes 
to successfully run the plant on a daily 
basis. My favorite new line is ‘all this to 
make a salad!’”

And gleaning insight from the “front 
lines,” has helped her make marketing 
decisions around messaging and new 
product development.  

“Interacting with produce managers, 
learning from chefs, supporting a store 
opening, or going for a ride-along with 
a foodservice sales rep—I don’t do 
those enough,” Kori says. “But when 
I’m able to, it’s priceless first-hand 
knowledge—that you can’t buy.” 

When Kori isn’t busy gleaning insight, 
she is inspiring college students by 
showing them that the fresh produce 
industry is a great career opportunity. 
She speaks several times a year to 
Agribusiness students at Cal Poly, San 
Luis Obispo. 

So, what is next for Church Brothers? 

The short long of it: Smart Growth. 
It is no secret that Church Brothers 
Farms has grown exponentially over 
the last ten years. That growth will 
continue as demand for value-add 
products continues to increase. It is 
an exciting time for Kori to return and 
support the team and the constant 
ingenuity. Innovation is a strategic 
priority for Church Brothers Farms 
at all levels of the business: Varietal 
programs, farming, harvesting, 
processing, product innovation.   

This spring the company moved 
into organics. As a leading grower/
processor/shipper of a full line of 
fresh vegetable SKUs, the company 
now offers organically-grown 
produce as part of its overall product 
offering.  

“The move into organics is something 
our customers have continued to 
ask for,” Kori said. Church Brothers 
Farms has started shipping organic 
spring mix, baby kales, wild arugula, 
and baby spinach, with more items 
to come. These items are marketed 
under the True Leaf Farms label.    

The company is also expanding 
further into the kale category. “Our 
grower-owners are kale experts, 
and not all kale is created equally,” 
Kori said. “Since starting back, I’ve 
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hurch Brothers Farms is 
expanding its program of 
more than 500 fresh vegetable 

SKUs this year, with the addition 
of organically-grown, tender-leaf 
salads as part of its overall portfolio. 
To keep a consistent supply of 
product in the hands of foodservice 
operators, Church Brothers Farms 
will be offering the organic program 
year-round to its customers in North 
America, with its “one-stop-shop” 
approach and service for customers.

INTRODUCING CHURCH BROTHERS FARMS’ NEW ORGANIC LINE

 C Beginning with spring mix, baby 
kales, wild arugula, and baby 
spinach, the company is responding 
to the growing demand for organics 
with plans to increase volume and 
product offerings over time to align 
with customer needs.

While this program expansion is for 
foodservice partners to start, Church 
Brothers Farms is looking to expand 
the program into retail packs in the 
future. Church Brothers Farms will 

market the new items under the True 
Leaf Farms Organic label, with the 
first shipments already loading at 
the company’s facility in San Juan 
Bautista, California. Check out the 
latest from the company at PMA 
Foodservice in Monterey, California, 
by visiting booth #214.
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FRESH

Value-added 
produce, or produce 
products that offer added 
benefits for consumers in 

terms of convenience (pre-cut, pre-
portioned, pre-wrapped, mixed, 
snack packs, etc.) have been a 
growth engine within the produce 
department over the past few years 
thanks to increased consumer 
demand for healthier, more 
convenient meal and snacking 
options. In fact, in many cases, 
value-added products are 
out-selling their conventional 
counterparts.

SNAPSHOT

CUT
PRODUCTSo

-
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o
o
2 OF THE5 

HIGHEST SELLING
VALUE-ADDED FRUITS 
            were MELONS (largest dollar growth) 

&PINEAPPLE (third-highest seller) 

This points to a growing consumer demand for  
convenient, smaller, or single-serving alternatives  
to purchasing whole melons or pineapples. 

FRUIT

Fresh-cut 

fruit and overwrap 

products DROVE 

dollar growth 

during the latest 

52 weeks. 

42.8% 16.1% 20.9%
Volume Sales Volume Sales Volume Sales 

Dollars Sales   Dollars Sales   Dollars Sales   

STRAWBERRYMANGO HONEYDEW

38.9% 18.1% 8.5%

OTHER HIGH GROWTH PRODUCTS

CATEGORY VARIETIES

TOP 5 FRUIT VARIETIES

DOLLARS

DOLLARS

CATEGORY

CATEGORY

$2,243.9 MIL 

$1,902.6 MIL

$223.3 MIL

$117.9 MIL

$742.5 MIL 

$458.7 MIL

$306.8 MIL

$237.2 MIL

$144.6 MIL

Value-Added Fruit

Fresh-Cut Fruit

Overwrap

Jars & Cups

Mixed Fruit

Watermelon

Pineapple

Apples

Cantaloupe
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o
VEGGIES

HEALTHY  

& CONVENIENT FOR  
ON-THE-GO SNACKING  
& POTLUCKS

Side dish, meal prep, and veggie trays all DROVE value-added vegetable dollar growth during the last 52 weeks, while meal prep and trays helped BOOST overall volume sales growth.

13.6% 11.6% 40.2%
Volume Sales Volume Sales Volume Sales 

Dollars Sales   Dollars Sales   Dollars Sales   

ONIONSBRUSSELS SPROUTS SQUASH

11.4% 11.8% 37%

TOP 5 VEGGIE VARIETIES

CATEGORY VARIETIES

DOLLARS

DOLLARS

VARIETIES

CATEGORY

$1,695.9 MIL
$954.9 MIL
$296.9 MIL
$262.8 MIL
$181.2 MIL

Vegetable Medley

French/Green Beans

Carrots

Cooking Greens

Party Trays

Vegetables

Side Dish

Meal Prep

Trays

Snacking

$209.0 MIL 

$165.8 MIL

$136.9 MIL

$136.0 MIL

$119.6 MIL
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CHIPOTLE TOMATO JAM ON BEET BURGER

1 package 10 oz Veg-Fresh Farms 
Golden Gems Tomatoes, halved and 
quartered 
2 tbsp coconut oil
¼ cup minced red onion
1 tsp red pepper flakes
1 tbsp chipotle adobo sauce 
½ tbsp honey
1 tsp red wine vinegar
Salt and pepper to taste

For the beet burger recipe & other culinary 
inspirations, visit vegfresh.com.

SErvINGS: 8

Heat coconut oil until melted in skillet. Add minced red onion and 
sauté until soft. 

Add tomatoes and red pepper flakes. Cook on medium heat for 5 
minutes.

Add chipotle sauce, honey, salt and pepper, and simmer for 10 
minutes until sauce has thickened.

Add red wine vinegar, and if  desired, more chipotle sauce or red 
pepper flakes for added spice.

Let cool 5-10 minutes before serving.

Note: Use tomato jam as a garnish for sandwiches, burgers, or as a dip. 

1

2

3

4

5

Golden Gems 
Tomatoes

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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10
Years

Looking Forward,

by Jessica Donnel

Center
Growing
Talent by PMA



10
Years

en years ago, with 
that question in mind, 
Produce Marketing 
Association set out on 
its mission to build 

the Center for Growing Talent. Created by 
our industry, for our industry, the Center 
for Growing Talent by PMA (CGTbyPMA) 
has grown from that mission statement 
to a multi-faceted organization, now 
boasting a 65 percent retention rate of 
Career Pathways students staying in the 
industry, and four leadership development 
programs that span across the entire 
continuum of careers in produce. 

So how is this invaluable resource 
celebrating its ten years of rapid success 
and dedication to the produce industry? 
I spoke with the organization’s Board of 
Directors Chairman, Dick Spezzano, and 
Executive Director, Margi Prueitt, who 
assured me that this decade of growth can 
only be honored by looking forward, not 
looking back.

“I have been involved with this group from 

How can 
we attract, 
develop, 
and retain 
talent in 
the produce 
industry? 

its beginning, I’m very proud of how 
far we’ve come,” shares Spezzano, who, 
after a nearly two-decade long career 
in produce and floral at retailer Vons, 
started his own consulting firm, aptly 
named Spezzano Consulting Services. 

“Frankly, we had only a rough idea of 
what we wanted to do when we started 
fundraising to create this group in 2006. 
It’s astonishing to now see what we’ve 
become—from a start-up to a robust, 
multi-faceted organization in only ten 
years.”

And it is truly astonishing to step 
back and look at how CGTbyPMA has 
expanded on that initial strategy to 
entice the most talented university 
students looking for a career, to help 
industry talent at all career stages to 
be the best versions of themselves they 
can be. Spezzano tells me that even 
in the down economy of five years 
ago, the organization’s capital fund 
successfully raised $4.7 million. It’s 
clear the industry values CGTbyPMA—
and for good reason.

T
Margi Prueitt, Executive Director, with Dick 

Spezzano, Board of Directors Chairman

“It’s astonishing 
to now see what 
we’ve become—

from a start-
up to a robust, 
multi-faceted 

organization in 
only ten years.”

- Dick Spezzano, 
Board of Directors 

Chairman, CGTbyPMA

The Center for Growing 
Talent by PMA has a 65% 
success rate in attracting 
Career Pathways student 

participants to begin 
careers in our industry.

Did you know?
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“Some companies in our industry 
have the HR depth to effectively 
operate ‘strategic’ human resources 
programs like recruiting, leadership 
development, and employee 
engagement. For everyone else, we 
can provide many turnkey services,” 
Prueitt explains to me when I ask her 
why she thinks the organization’s role 
in the industry is so important. “Even 
those companies that have more 
sophisticated capabilities can’t do 
what we do. CGTbyPMA can augment 
those existing capabilities because 
we can bring together participants 
from across the supply chain. The 
diverse exchange of ideas, and the 
business connections, can’t be 
replicated with in-house programs.”

Along with the aforementioned Career 
Pathways programs, CGTbyPMA 
operates an Emerging Leaders 
Program, a High Performance 
Management Conference, an 
Executive Leadership Symposium, 
and most recently, Women’s Fresh 
Perspectives. On a mission to cultivate 
the potential of our industry’s women, 
the Women’s Fresh Perspectives 
programs bring women in our industry 
together under the common cause of 
educating, motivating, and propelling 
professionals in our industry onward 
and upward.

“The companies that perform the best 
financially have the most women in 
leadership roles,” Prueitt contends, 

citing a 2014 survey from The Conference 
Board and the HR consulting firm 
DDI. “That should be all the justification 
our industry needs to hire women and 
advance their careers.”

CGTbyPMA hosts networking receptions 
for Women’s Fresh Perspectives at 
major industry events, and a Leadership 
Breakfast at Fresh Summit, but the 
centerpiece of the portfolio is the Women’s 
Fresh Perspectives Conference, Prueitt 
explains. Each event combines networking 
and motivation with best-in-class 
leadership development, building on each 
other over the course of the year.

“We’ve hit on a great model that’s working 
well, so our goal is to not break it,” Prueitt 

Jay Pack (right), originator of the Career Pathways 
programs to attract bright young talent to the 
industry, is shown here with 2012 Career Pathways 
student Salome Mashilo from South Africa’s 
Stellenbosch University

John Oxford of L&M Companies helps 
students understand the industry and 
convey their passion for vibrant careers

Jan DeLyser (right) of the California 
Avocado Commission joins the 
students to help them understand the 
complexities of the industry

Actress turned gender equity 
proponent Geena Davis (center) was 
the motivational speaker at a recent 
Women’s Fresh Perspectives Reception. 
shown here with Julie DeWolf (left) and 
Elizabeth Fagundes (right) of Sunkist

Left to right: Cathy Burns (President, PMA), Alex Jackson (Frieda’s & Co-
Chair, Women’s Fresh Perspectives Committee), Margi Prueitt (Executive 
Director, Center for Growing Talent by PMA), Jill Overdorf (Cooseman’s L.A. 
Shipping & Co-Chair, Women’s Fresh Perspectives Committee)

58 / JULY 2016



laughs. “Rather, we want to expand 
it. We’re looking for more women who 
want long and successful careers in our 
industry—and for companies that want 
to embrace more diverse leadership 
skills.”

It’s no doubt this organization’s future 
is a bright one, especially with its 
uncompromising commitment with 
continuing to look for new ways to grow. 
This retrospective on ten years of success 
has not been cause to take it easy for 
either Prueitt or Spezzano, it seems.

“We celebrated our anniversary in an 
unusual way: We engaged in strategic 
planning! That’s what generated the 
name change to Center for Growing 
Talent by PMA—it better communicates 
what we do, and our relationship with 
PMA,” Spezzano closes. “We’re also 
stepping up our programming for the 
future, and leaning into our industry’s 
most important talent priorities. We are 
very much looking forward, not back.” 

And with Spezzano and Prueitt at the 
helm, it’s hard not to look forward 
to seeing CGTbyPMA’s programs and 
partnerships continue to flourish for 
decades to come.

“Even those 
companies 

that have more 
sophisticated 

capabilities can’t 
do what we do.”

2014 Emerging Leaders Program Class

Students from California State University, Chico, at the 2015 Career Pathways 
at Foodservice. Left to right: Annelise Wipfli, Riley Quinn, and Amanda Alves

CGTbyPMA has its hands 
in a Career Pathways 
program, an Emerging 
Leadership Sympositium, 
a High Performance 
Management Conference, 
and Women’s Fresh 
Perspectives.

Did you know?

- Margi Prueitt, 
Executive Director, 

CGTbyPMA
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INGREDIENTS

DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?

MANGO & AVOCADO SALSA

2 firm-but-ripe mangos, peeled, pitted, 
and diced
2 firm-but-ripe avocados, peeled, pitted, 
and diced
2 tbsp serrano pepper, seeded, and 
minced

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare 
recipes visit www.freskaproduce.com. Photograph 
courtesy of  National Mango Board. 

¼ cup red onion, diced
¼ cup red pepper, diced
2 tbsp chopped fresh cilantro leaves
1 lime, zested and juiced
1 tsp chili powder
1 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

SErvINGS: 8

Combine all ingredients. 

Allow to sit at room temperature for 10 minutes before serving, letting 
flavors blend.

1
2

Mangos & 
Avocados
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dding to its portfolio of fresh, value-
added, palate-pleasing delights, Apio 
has launched a new superfood salad 

kit—the Eat Smart® Asian Sesame Vegetable 
Salad Kit. This item brings chef-inspired blends 
direct to the retail aisle and offers six nutrition-
packed superfoods all in one convenient 
12-ounce bag. The kit includes savoy cabbage, 
red cabbage, green cabbage, carrots, kale, and 
crunchy cashews, along with crunchy sesame 
sticks and a sweet sesame dressing.
 
This new restaurant-caliber salad was created in 
response to recent data trends. According to the 
Nielsen Perishables Group, Asian salad kits are 
growing 52 percent faster than the total salad 
kit category for the 52 weeks ending December 
26, 2015. 
 
Eat Smart® salads give consumers a refreshing 
option for spring and summer dining, and gives 
them a good reason to visit the packaged salad 
aisle at their local grocery. Apio’s Asian Sesame 
Vegetable Salad Kit is available nationwide.

INTRODUCING APIO EAT SMART® SALAD KIT.

 A
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FROM TREND 
TO TABLE 

US FOODS

by Jordan Okumura



ar to the ground, with an 
eye on innovation—this 
is what has kept US 
Foods at the top of  the 
foodservice game. When 
it comes to consumer 
food trends, and where 

that first spark truly is, you can be sure that a 
little industry called ‘foodservice’ might have had 
something to do with it.

Demographics are changing, palates are shifting, 
and consumer requirements for their food histories 
are consistently keeping food innovators on their 
toes. As constant as the trends change, so does US 
Foods and its creative offerings. Not only does the 
company include food artistry in its portfolio, but US 
Foods is always attentive to growing flavors and food 
combinations while also addressing the needs of  its 
clientele. Art and science is something that we talk 
about frequently when it comes to food innovation, 
and US Foods is an ideal example of  that.

So, how does US Foods do it, and what new trends 
are driving the latest foodservice products? As we 
look to the rest of  the summer months, I spoke 
with Stacie Sopinka, Vice President of  Product 
Development and Innovation at US Foods, about 
dining trends, some of  the company’s most recently 
debuted Scoop products, and how restaurants across 
the country can bring these dishes to their tables.

“No one can go to market like we do. When we 
strategize and begin to build new recipes and items 
for our foodservice clients, it’s important to us that we 
recognize how precious time is to those chefs and how 
we can take simple steps to speed up efficiency and 
preparation at the restaurant and dining level,” Stacie 
tells me. “While inspiration may be everywhere, there 
are many chefs who just don’t have the time to scour 
and search for the next big flavor trend.”

Stacie smiles from where she sits on the front lines of  
budding food trends and tells me that, in part, it is her 
spidey-senses that have made her such a huge asset to 
the US Foods team. But we know it’s much more than 
that. Stacie originally came to US Foods in 2011 from 

E Loblaw, where she worked for 14 years across several 
food platforms. Before that, there was Kraft. Having 
studied both economics and the culinary arts before her 
early beginnings in the food industry, Stacie also brings 
a left-brain/right-brain combination to the US Foods 
team as well.

With the summer underway, Stacie and the team 
behind US Foods are looking for new ways to evolve 
the consumer’s eating experience, while bolstering 
fresh produce options at dining establishments and 
accelerating the latest flavor trends. And, lucky for us, 
US Foods has declared 2016 the Year of  the Veggie! 
We have watched this movement in recent years, as 
fresh produce makes its way closer to the center of  
the plate, and in 2016, vegetables are no longer just a 
side dish. About five years ago, US Foods created The 
Scoop magazine for customers and potential customers 
which brings new, innovative menu items, and on-trend 
products created by US Foods, to chefs about three 
times a year.

“The goal of  The Scoop is to inspire their menus, attract 
more diners, and optimize their operations throughout 
the year,” Stacie adds. “Running a restaurant is not easy, 
and we plan these items with that idea already in mind, 
in order to maximize efficiency, increase productivity 
and profits. And it is not just on the food innovation 
level.”

The Scoop also introduces US Foods customers to its 
new partnership with leading provider of  restaurant 
management software, Avero, to help with some of  the 
logistics. Avero acts like a fitness tracker for restaurants 
and collects data automatically from a restaurant’s POS 
system. This system allows restaurant owners to quickly 
and easily analyze their data to help them grow sales, 
reduce costs, and save time.

Stacie notes that 82 percent of  operators are looking for 
products with clean ingredients, and this year US Foods 
is excited to introduce approximately 20 items that are 
bold in flavor and simple in ingredients so they can 
create buzz-worthy dishes that turn diners into repeat 
customers.

So what are some of  these on-trend products? Stacie 
breaks down a few of  them for me, and starts with 
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something I can’t wait to get my hands on: riced 
cauliflower.

“Riced cauliflower, which has become a favorite 
alternative for those trying to avoid high-carb, starchy 
foods, is starting to trend as the ‘new kale,’” she 
says. “Since time to a chef  is a precious commodity, 
we know that they don’t have an hour to break down 
six heads of  cauliflower. We also try and make it 
easy and intuitive for chefs when they are portioning 
our product. For example, each unit for our Cross 
Valley Farms® Riced Cauliflower is equivalent to one 
medium-sized head, so the chefs know what they are 
dealing with in terms of  volume and size.”

The Cross Valley Farms® Riced Cauliflower is freshly 
pre-minced cauliflower, loaded with vitamins and 
minerals, and can be used in everything from pizza 
crust, to no-rice pilaf, fritters, and mashed cauliflower-
the new mashed potatoes. Even if  you are just 
sprinkling the riced cauliflower on a salad, you’ve saved 
yourself  five minutes to prepare for your next course.

In addition to the riced cauliflower is the new Rykoff 
Sexton® Slow-Roasted Tomatoes, which offer the 
sweetness of  a fresh tomato and the tartness of  a 
tomato that is sun-dried. This product is created with 
the utmost love and care. Vine-ripened tomatoes are 
roasted for 12 hours with oil, garlic, herbs, and spices 
to create a moist and meaty texture.

“Sometimes we know we want to launch a product, but 
we also want the right iteration of  that item. For the 
slow-roasted tomatoes, we searched long and hard to 
find a tomato that could pair with the right marinade 
and that also presented a tougher skin,” Stacie says. 

“We’re glad we took our time with this one because it 
just recently paid off when we won a coveted award 
from the National Retail Association for the slow-
roasted gem this year.”

While inspiration may 
be everywhere, there 
are many chefs who just 
don’t have the time to 
scour and search for the 
next big flavor trend.

“

“

Another on-trend menu item being launched in 2016 is 
the Cross Valley Farms® Fingerling Sweet Potatoes. This 
item was born out of  a desire for a healthier and more 
versatile option in the potato category. These miniature 
spuds can be fried, grilled, or baked, and offer a big, 
hearty flavor that can be used in salads, soups, or as a side 
dish.

“Fingerling sweet potatoes have been in the market for a 
while, but in a small way,” Stacie mentions. “We wanted 
to take some of  the hassle that comes from preparation 
out of  the equation, so that chefs would be more willing to 
use them as a healthier substitute for other starches. The 
nice thing about this product is that it can be used in a 
range of  items from double-stuffed sweet potatoes or fries, 
to a side dish at a white tablecloth establishment. They 
really have that versatility you can’t underestimate.”

If  you are saying to yourself, “If  I have to eat another 
bowl of  Mescaline, or another spring mix…” then the 
new Baby Savoy Spinach Blend is your product. This 
option includes Russian kale, garlic kale, frisee, and red 
chard, among other leafy produce items, and gives dishes 
good height; something that chefs are always looking for, 
and a unique flavor combination as well.

A new dining trend in itself  is the changing behaviors of  
foodies everywhere. As more and more diners are looking 
to appetizers as an inclusion in their dinner orders in lieu 
of  entrees, US Foods has debuted items to appease those 
looking to explore and try new tastes, flavors, and cultures 
without ‘committing’ to a larger, pricier meal. 

A few of  those items include Molly’s Kitchen® Beer 
Cheese Dip, Chef ’s Line® Bavarian Soft Pretzel, and 
Glenview Farms® Spreadable Brie.

According to US Foods, the demand for beer cheese is 
on the rise as the item has grown 145 percent on menus 
in the past four years. Molly’s Kitchen Beer Cheese Dip 
combines craft beer, sharp cheddar, and Romano cheese 
to create a velvety eating experience that makes a great 
dip, sauce, or cheesy topping.

Pretzels always signify both comfort and tradition to me, 
and these soft pretzels are created from a 200-year-old 
Bavarian recipe and crafted into a hand-twisted shape to 
add to the presentation.

The spreadable brie is something I know I will be looking 
for on menus as well, as it offers a rich, buttery brie that is 
the perfect choice to spread on anything from carrots and 
slices of  apple, to crackers and baguettes.

And for those who are thirsty, US Foods has launched its 
spicy Rykoff Sexton® Bloody Mary Mix, and a gourmet 
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RYKOFF SEXTON® BLOODY MARY MIX

CROSS VALLEY FARMS® RICED CAULIFLOWER The pizza on the right is made with a riced cauliflower crust

US Foods has launched its spicy Rykoff Sexton® Bloody Mary Mix. 2016 has 
experts predicting that more customers will be seeking “spirited” cocktails, from 
Bloody Marys to ice-pop cocktails.

The Cross Valley Farms® Riced Cauliflower is freshly pre-minced cauliflower, 
loaded with vitamins and minerals, and can be used in everything from pizza crust, 
to no-rice pilaf, fritters, and mashed cauliflower-the new mashed potatoes. Even if  
you are just sprinkling the riced cauliflower on a salad, you’ve saved yourself  five 
minutes to prepare for your next course.
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Watermelon Limeade made with Persian limes. 2016 has 
experts predicting that more customers will be seeking 

“spirited” cocktails, from Bloody Marys to ice-pop 
cocktails.

“It is all about a dish’s ability to be photographed. As 
more and more people are ordering drinks that will look 
good in videos and on social media outlets, we are looking 
to tap into that growing trend and provide a flavorful base 
for beverage presentations,” Stacie adds.

So what does it take to be at the forefront of  trendsetting 
and supporting US Foods clients? I asked Stacie where 
she gets her inspiration and what helps to drive her 
decisions. She reiterates that there is both an art and a 
science to it all.

“My team is always looking at consumer insights to 
understand what the up-and-coming flavor trends are. We 
always want to be three feet ahead of  our customers, but 
we don’t want to be six feet ahead of  them,” Stacie tells 
me. “Our goal is to bring products to the table that can 
reach proliferation, and even items that are on the cusp 
of  becoming a trend. That means creating items that can 
be utilized at a casual dining operation, or fine dining.”

US Foods has also built a great team over the past five 
years, that brings different generations, demographics, 
and ethnicities together. This team is constantly traveling 
the country to bring back different experiences of  what 
they taste and what they see. US Foods suppliers also play 
a huge role in product development as new capabilities, 
products, and ideas come the table.

“This kind of  dialogue with our suppliers and partners has 
led the company to some of  its most popular products to 
date,” Stacie says.

When it comes down to becoming a US Foods supplier, 
Stacie notes that it is a combination of  elements from 
strongly established food safety fundamentals to having a 
line of  sight into their distribution models to ensure they 
can supply their clients nationally–something that is not 
always easy.

It is more about  
shifting your 

perspective, pairing 
different ingredients to 

redefine a flavor...

“

STACIE SOPINKA
VP, Product Development 
and Innovation, US Foods

“Beyond that, it’s about creating a partnership that is based 
around product innovation and bringing more than one 
product to the table,” Stacie adds. “It always makes the 
partnership that much more beneficial and advantageous 
when they have enough overhead and resources to help us 
innovate as much as we help them.”

When it comes to food innovation for Stacie, her antenna is 
always up. Whether she is at the San Diego Zoo in California 
with her family, or checking out the Wicker Park/Bucktown 
neighborhood of  Chicago, the ever-observant Stacie is always 
looking for the next new culinary experience.

“Every trip, whether I am crossing the city or visiting 
somewhere new, provides me with a new opportunity to 
spot food trends, or even different uses and preparation 
methods,” Stacie says. “We’ve discovered that great places 
to find budding trends are in areas that are on the verge of  
gentrification, and offer more diversity and a globalization 
of  eating behaviors. Even looking into different industries for 
ideas and trends can add to that dialogue, like how food and 
technology are creating a bridge for different experiences. I 
call it ‘unrelated exposure.’”

So what does Stacie see trending as we move through 2016? 
Hispanic cuisine, and new ways of  elevating the ingredients 
and preparation possibilities.

“Trends don’t have to be a creation that no one has thought 
of  before,” Stacie tells me. “It is more about shifting your 
perspective, pairing different ingredients to redefine a flavor, 
or going to a taco truck to see what people are doing to play 
with food possibilities.”

And that may be what defines the US Foods team… their 
sense for possibilities, for generating scale.

For being there; when the trend sparks, or to spark it.

“

“
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3-IN-1 SALAD WITH GREEK SHRIMP & WATERMELON STACKS

8 large shrimp, peeled and deveined
1 head Live Gourmet 3-in-1 Lettuce, torn
¼ cup feta cheese, crumbled, about 4 oz
½ seedless watermelon, peeled, sliced into 
1 inch slices, then sliced in half, or cut into 
circles with a ¾-inch cookie cutter
¼ cup seedless Kalamata olives
¼ cup pine nuts, toasted

For dressing:
½ cup fresh lemon juice
1 clove garlic, chopped
½ tsp dried oregano or 1 tsp fresh
½ tsp salt
½ tsp Dijon mustard
½ tsp freshly ground black pepper
1 cup extra virgin olive oil

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes 
visit www.livegourmet.com.

SErvINGS: 4

Place watermelon slices on individual plates.

Prepare dressing by whisking together lemon juice, garlic, oregano, 
Dijon mustard, salt, and pepper. Whisk in the olive oil. Divide 
mixture in half. 

Marinate the shrimp in ½ of  the dressing for about 30 minutes. 
Sauté shrimp over medium-high heat until pink, 3 to 3 ½ minutes.  
Remove from pan and allow to cool. 

Top watermelon slices with Live Gourmet 3-in-1 lettuce, shrimp, 
feta, and olives. Drizzle with the reserved dressing and sprinkle 
with pine nuts.

1
2

3

4

Live Gourmet 3-in-1 
Lettuce

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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3D Food Printing

A new generation 
kitchen appliance that 
combines technology, 
food, art, and design 

before printing.

Discover: 
Impossible Foods

by Jessica Donnelwith Foodini
Connected Device

Open Capsule Model
Food Capsules Included

Built-in touch-screen on the 
front that provides the user 
interface for printing food.

The consumer prepares and 
places ingredients in Foodini. 
Consumers are not required 
to buy pre-packaged food 
capsules. 

Foodini ships with empty 
stainless steel food capsules. 
Each capsule has a twist-
off nozzle, and nozzles are 
available in different sizes to 
accomodate the wide variety 
of food and food textures we 
can print. 
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irst came the oven, then 
the microwave, and now, 
behold, the Foodini. 
Natural Machines, the 
company that introduced 
3D food printer Foodini, 

has found a way to combine technology, 
health, art, and design in a product that might 
just be the next essential piece of culinary 
technology in the coming years.

“There was a lot of resistance to [the 
microwave] because people didn’t understand 
it. It was a new technology,” Co-Founder and 
CMO Lynette Kucsma explains in an interview 
by 3DPrint.com. “‘Why do I need a microwave 
if [I have] a perfectly good oven?’ We see a 
similar trajectory with 3D food printers, except 
it’s going to happen much faster. [Today] 
we accept technology a lot faster and the 
technology evolves a lot faster.”

You may have seen 3D food printers in the 
past that use chemicals to make “foodlike 

substances,” but not Foodini, which uses 
a technology where you can put your own, 
fresh-from-the-market food right into a re-
usable capsule and be ready to print.

While Natural Machines doesn’t supply 
the ingredients that go into the capsules, 
Kucsma says this helps remove the need to 
put in additives or chemicals to preserve 
food during the shipping and storing 
process. “We don’t require any gelling 
agents or special chemicals to print,” she 
tells Tech Insider. “It’s just fresh, real food.”

Kucsma has ten years of experience working 
within the technology industry, including 
a stint with Microsoft. She also worked in 
the fashion and consumer retail industries 
for some time. She is a self-proclaimed 
healthy eater and a “pretty good cook.” 
Her Co-Founder and Natural Machines 
CEO, Emilio Sepulveda, on the other hand, 
has an expertise in business strategy and 
innovation. They seem like a natural fit to 
run a technologically advanced, healthy, 3D 
food printing company.

Kucsma says consumers in more than 
80 countries have expressed interest in 
the device, which is a pretty big deal 
considering its $2,000 price tag. So far, 
Foodini has primarily been used by high-
end kitchens and restaurants, who have 
been printing beautiful and art-like edible 
creations to help streamline the more 
tedious and time-consuming work of being 
a chef.

F

3D printed salad tower inspired by an Aalto vase

FUTURETECH
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Existing food prints that only begin to show what 
plates Foodini can create. From top to bottom: A 
designer curry sampler, crackers with black garlic 
(gluten-free), chocolate vases

Earlier this year, BBC News profiled Chef 
Paco Pérez, a Catalonian Michelin-star 
awarded chef who used Foodini to create 
his signature-printed dish called “Sea Coral,” 
made of a seafood puree. “I think it’s very 
interesting,” Pérez told the news source, 

“what today’s technology is contributing to 
gastronomy. Creativity is shaped by what 
technology can do.”

In the future, however, Kucsma says Natural 
Machines will work with retailers and 
delivery services to bring Foodini straight 
to consumers. Being able to purchase 
ready-made food capsules, which they can 
then print, will be a healthier alternative to 
processed snack foods.

Foodini can even be programmed to 3D 
print food in specific caloric portions, 
making it possible to portion for virtually 
any food plan and to fit specific users’ daily 
nutritional needs. Kucsma says she sees the 
potential of connecting the Foodini to smart 
devices, and positioning itself as part of the 
kitchen of the future.

“Your kitchen is going to become more 
intelligent as time goes by,” she tells Tech 
Insider. “So you will have connected devices 
that talk to each other. You [could] connect 
your Fitbit to your food printer and it can 
print a breakfast bar, for example, that’s 
appropriate for you on that given day.”

Will you soon be taking your food design 
and dietary needs up a notch with this 
decade’s artful “new microwave?” If reading 
into the trends of high-end restaurants and 
Michelin star chefs tells us anything, you can 
bet you’ll find a Foodini in a kitchen near 
you soon.
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MELISSA DE LEON, REPORTER

Melissa’s Picks

Bay Baby’s PERSONAL Spaghetti 
Squash | Cutting a spaghetti squash 
in half, putting it in the oven, and then 
adding some garlic salt and pepper is 
one of my favorite easy dinners. This 
particular product is right up my alley 
for both convenience and mitigating 
leftovers in my fridge.

1

Sunkist’s One Pound Lemon 
Pouch | This new package is bright 
yellow and screamed summer to me 
when I stopped by Sunkist’s booth. 
The one pound bag showcases the 
product and offers a sturdy handle 
to make it easy to carry out of the 
store and on to whatever party the 
produce’s destination may be.

3

2 Mastronardi’s SUNSET® Tomato 
of Yore™ | Mastronardi tapped into 
my, and many others around the 
world’s, Game of Thrones love with 
what it calls “the King of Flavor,” with 
catchy messages about its being 
greenhouse grown—so no need to 
fear winter’s coming. And if the curvy 
four pack Top Seal is eye-catching on 
the busy show floor, I’m sure it will 
have that effect in-store as well.

Mucci’s Naked Leaf | I really 
like the message the name 

conveys, with the all-natural trends 
gripping consumers “naked” 
seems a perfect word to apply 
to produce. The packaging was 
versatile, and the leaves, root and 
all, were worth biting into.

4Renaissance Food Group’s 
Tropical Juicing Kit | Juicing 

is a key way fresh produce is making 
it to kitchens, and at 15.75 oz with 
several fruits and greens, I can see this 
being a great starter to getting curious 
dabblers into more juicing, and more 
fresh produce purchases.

5

ith the approach that 
“innovation starts here,” many 
new products were the apple of  

attendees’ eyes at United Fresh 2016. 
Here are a few that resonated with me 
as I walked the trade show floor.

W

UNITED FRESH 2016
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FRIED BRUSSELS SPROUTS

1 lb ready-to-use Queen Victoria halved 
Brussels sprouts

¼ cup sriracha (Asian hot sauce)

1 tsp soy sauce

½ tsp kosher salt

Juice from one lime

Vegetable oil for frying

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes 
visit www.qvproduce.com. 

SErvINGS: 6

Place 3 inches of  oil in heavy pot over medium heat (or use deep 
fryer if  available).

Use a Brussels sprout leaf  to test oil temperature. When leaf  
immediately sizzles and crisps upon entering the oil, the 
temperature is right.

Fry Brussels sprouts in batches and drain them on paper towels 
when golden brown. Sprinkle with salt.

While sprouts are frying, mix sriracha with soy sauce and lime 
juice. Serve as dipping sauce alongside of  sprouts.

1

2

3

4

Brussels Sprouts
Halves

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH ?
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JESSICA DONNEL, REPORTER

2

Jessica’s Picks
UNITED FRESH 2016

CMI’s Cherry Pop-Top Lid  | When you 
see the idyllic scene of the Columbia River 
Valley right on the display, it's not hard to 
get a little dreamy thinking about taking a 
stroll through those cherry orchards and 
biting into a few juicy Reds and Rainiers. 
All Produce Managers have to do in-store 
is pop the lid open and lock it in place to 
create an easily impactful display.

1

Hollandia's Live Gourmet Living Baby 
Romaine Lettuce  | There’s nothing quite 
like biting into the crunchy goodness of 
dark, vitamin-rich Romaine, and with 
Hollandia’s latest living lettuce variety, you 
can do that more easily, and for a longer 
period of time. Harvested with roots-on 
for longer lasting freshness and perfectly 
portioned for one- or two-servings, I don’t 
have to stress about whether or not my 
salad will be fresh if I don’t get around to 
making it for a few days. 

2

Naturipe’s Compostable Organic Top 
Sealed Blueberries  | Compostable 
and Top Seal have made their way to 
blueberries! Much to my delight, two of 
my favorite packaging trends can now 
be found together in Naturipe’s recently 
launched blueberry offering. A molded, 
pulp fiber tray is top sealed, compostable, 
recyclable, and made from renewable 
resources—making it the perfect addition 
to the company’s Cultivate with Care™ 
program. That’s without even mentioning 
how lovely the green and natural-looking 
packaging pops against the organic 
blueberries. 

3

Double Diamond Dolce Mix  | 
Vaulting off the success of its 

Rosso Dolce peppers, it is no surprise 
that Double Diamond Farms looked to 
even more innovation in the sweet long 
pepper category. The Dolce Mix looked 
gorgeous on the show floor obviously, 
but the sweetness of the red, yellow, 
and orange collection is an asset that 
will undoubtedly marry well with 
summer grilling recipes, salads, and 
sauces to come. 

4 Volm's Volmpack Autopack | Two of the 
company’s best machines have joined as 

one in Volm’s new Volmpack AutoPack. With new 
features that allow for a fully-automated system, 
it is a combination of the company’s popular 
Volmpack Semi-Automatic Bagger and its new 
Bag Placer, cutting out the need for packers 
to manually place bags. Reducing the need 
for manual labor and allowing for filling paper 
and mesh bags anywhere between 10 and 100 
pounds sounds like a match made in heaven to 
this produce gal.

5

5

t this point, we all know that 
United Fresh is one of  the major 
playing fields for the best and 

brightest innovations for the produce 
industry, and thankfully for me, my 
second visit to the annual show was 
no exception. From beautiful product 
debuts, to trending packaging pushes and 
beyond, here are some of  the companies 
that stood out from the crowd. 

A
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by Jordan Okumura

“

RED SUN
ROBOTICS
REACHING
FOR THE
SUN



his level of automation is 
virtually useless unless you 
are producing a beautiful 
product,” Harold Paivarinta, 
Director of Sales and 

Business Development, at Red Sun 
Farms, tells me as we talk about the 
new BMW robotic arms that Louis 
Chibante, Owner of Golden Acre Farms, 
has employed at one of his Leamington, 
Ontario, cucumber greenhouses. It is a 
statement that more than piques my 
interest, and with this trip being my first 
time in Leamington, Ontario, the largest 
greenhouse hotspot in North America, I 
take the bait.

So what does Harold mean when he 
says that this level of automation can 
be virtually useless to some folks? ROI.
 
Essentially, Red Sun Farms has built 
greenhouse operations, as well as 
partnered with growers who are 
producing high-quality, high-yield 
greenhouse-grown vegetables within 
mini ecosystems that thrive on 
efficiency, are more cost-effective, and 
bring in higher returns. Smarter choices.
 

“You couldn’t employ these robotics at a 
traditional cucumber farm, because the 
ROI would not be significant enough 
for this technological investment to 
make sense,” Harold says. “You have to 

start the innovation at the seed level and 
continue it throughout every level of the 
harvesting and packing process for the 
investment to make an impact.”

Louis adds that for high-wire cucumbers, 
the investment and innovation at the 
growing level has created a crop that 
is more uniform in size, with incredible 
quality and with waste that is less than 
one percent across the program.  
Louis has been working with Red Sun  
for years, on both greenhouse  
production and innovation. As the 
company moves toward perfecting  
all its processes, Louis continues to 
step out of the box, and move Red Sun 
Farms and his own operation toward the 
forefront of the industry.
 

“While the whole may be greater than the 
sum of its parts, the parts still matter,” 
Louis smiles, as we talk about the issue 
with having even a single piece of the 
production-puzzle out of place. “It is like 
buying a beautiful car for $100,000, but 
you left one tire out—it doesn’t work. If the 
innovation and precision aren’t there from 
start to finish the ‘whole’ is affected.”

We walk into the packinghouse where 
you may typically hear the buzz and 
whir of packing lines, traffic from forklifts, 
employees loading and unloading 
pallets… but here, there is only a slight 

“If the 
innovation 

and precision 
aren’t there 

from start 
to finish the 

‘whole’ is 
affected.”

T“

- Louis Chibante
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“While the 
whole may 
be greater 
than the sum 
of its parts, 
the parts still 
matter.”

hum and the kind of industrial serenity 
that can only come when all the 
parts are synchronized and moving in 
harmony.
 
Louis acknowledges the systematic 
dance in his packinghouse and tells 
me that, “Technically, we are more 
efficient and can handle almost double 
the production of many greenhouse 
operations. It is in the details, it is the 
established patterns and the routines 
that makes everything run so nice and 
steady. I always say it is not a sprint, it is 
a cross-country race.”
 
Lola and Chloe. These are the names 
that Louis has given to the two BMW 
robot arms from Germany, which are 
typically found on a car manufacturer’s 
assembly line. They were named after 
Louis’ daughter’s dogs, and currently 
they are celebrating two years as part of 
the Red Sun family.
 

“We have too many numbers in this 
place already,” Louis laughs, “So we 
gave them a bit more character.”
 
The FANUC Robot R-2000 iA 165F 
palletizing robot arms, Lola and Chloe, 
installed by KOAT, can load a semi per 
hour if they are programmed to do 
so, and work autonomously to move 
product on and off of the packing line. 
Louis tells me that he would need about 
40 people to attain the productivity that 
these arms achieve. The versatile arms 
are floor-mounted and can also handle 
a variety of applications, while boasting 
a slim and compact body to minimize 
its use of space. The robot also offers 
skillful motion performance, enhanced 
precision pallet picking and diagnostics 
functions, and integrated sensors.
 

“In terms of productivity and food 
safety, human error will essentially be 
higher the more people you have in a 
facility. With this technology, the robots’ 
computers know exactly where the 
cucumbers come from, and from which 
row, which employee packed them, at 
what time, and effectively where they 
need to go,” Louis says.
 
When I ask him how he adapted this 
technology to a cucumber packinghouse, 
Louis tells me that the functionality is 
no different from how it would be used 

to assemble a car, assemble the parts, 
lift a car… or, in this case, lift crates. At 
the end of the day it comes down to the 
programming and the unique operation it 
has been tasked to do.

“We are not building up stacks of crates 
at the beginning of the packing line, 
stopping, then transferring them to the 
line. Everything is fluid and there are 
little disruptions in movement. The line 
is in constant motion and Lola and Chloe 
allow this process to occur,” Louis says. 

“At any given time we could be moving 
30 people around the packinghouse, 
and by taking some of the steps out 
of the human process we allow those 
employees to concentrate more on 
specialized tasks and really allow them 
the time to get better at them.”

 He also tells me he would need three 
times as much space in place of the 
robots to account for the same process.
 

“You have about $20 million in 
automation alone coming into just 
Leamington right now,” Louis adds. 

“But, someone has to break through 
the wall first. People are hesitant to try 
new things at times, but once someone 
makes it work and there is ROI, you 
can bet that everyone else will jump 
on board if it makes sense for their 
operation.”- Louis Chibante

Left to Right: Paul J. Mastronardi, 
Harold Paivarinta, Jamie Mastronardi, 
and Louis Chibante
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Besides producing little waste and 
recycling, and replenishing all the 
nutrients the plants use back into  
the system, Louis’ operation is one of 
the first to successfully grow high-wire 
cucumbers in North America  
without lights. 
 

“Traditional cuke production grows the 
produce on the stem both laterally and 
vertically and utilizes about three to five 
crops per year, while with high-wire we 
plant only twice. This saves us on the 
seed investment, which would typically 
be three times what we pay now,” Harold 
says. “The money we save goes back into 
the system for continued investments and 
innovation.”
 
Louis’ operation has gone from 180 
cucumbers per-square-meter to 230 
cucumbers per-square-meter, while also 

using only a fraction of the seed cost of 
traditional greenhouse growing. 

“I could go on and on,” Louis tells me as he 
steps back to admire the details he has 
worked so diligently to put into place.

So, I ask Louis and Harold, what is next? 
An expansion of the Red Sun Farms 
program into Ohio.
 
The company has broken ground 
on Phase 1 of its second U.S.-based 
greenhouse operation. Strategically 
located a few hundred yards from I-75, 
a major interstate, the new operation 
will provide access to fresh greenhouse 
produce for nearly 60 percent of U.S. 
population within a ten-hour transport 
radius. Phase 1 will boast 20 acres with 
a state-of-the-art production area and 
a 26,000-square-foot distribution center. 
Within the next seven to ten years, the 

company plans to reach 200 acres and to 
create more than 400 jobs for the area.

“In addition to cutting-edge technology, 
Phase 1 will employ the use of high-
pressure sodium lighting to provide our 
retail partners and consumers with fresh, 
local, greenhouse produce, even during 
the cold winter months in Ohio,” Louis 
says.
 
Exciting times for Red Sun Farms. Louis 
leads us the rest of the way through the 
packinghouse, addressing every spinning 
arm, packaging effect, and proprietary 
detail.
 
The line slows as the day winds down. 
Each participant in the day’s events 
quietly coming to a halt. Lola and Chloe 
move the last of their pallets and, as we 
walk toward the exit, they bend their 
bodies, and take a bow.

CREATE MORE THANPROVIDE FRESH PRODUCE FOR

OF U.S. POPULATION WITHIN A 
TEN-HOUR TRANSPORT RADIUS

60%
JOBS FOR THE AREA 

40026,000
SQUARE-FEET DISTRIBUTION CENTER

RED SUN FARMS’ OHIO IMPACT
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