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other closeted lifestyles.  
Even two decades ago when I started camp-

ing with my older kids and their friends, traditional 
camping fare was still the order of the day:   Hot 
dogs and hamburgers, s’mores galore, potato chips 
and onion dip were part of every outing.  We dads 
would get a bit creative but mostly it involved meat 
and barbecue not the side dishes.  My older kids 
grew up healthy despite those indulgences and 
today eat far more vegetables that I did at a similar 
time of my life.

But this new generation has started down that 
healthy-eating path at least a decade sooner.  I again 
question statistics stating that the average per capita 
consumption of fruits and vegetables is falling.  I sim-
ply do not believe the validity of the studies, which is 
basically captured through polling and diaries.  One 
need look no further than the presidential race of 
2016 to prove that polling is an inexact science at 
best.  People simply don’t tell the truth about what 
they did or what they are going to do.

Look at any grocery store.  The space devoted 
to produce and the number of SKUs are both 
up significantly.  And the produce department’s 
percentage of sales is also higher than it once was.  
This doesn’t even count all the other non-traditional 
venues that are registering at least some fruit and 
vegetable sales.

The produce industry is in its golden era and 
the future is even brighter. 

I went camp-
ing this weekend 
with several parents 
and six 15 year old 
gir ls marking the 
end of their fresh-
man year in high 
school.  In addition, 
there was a soon-
to-be eighth grader 
in the group.  No 
name has yet stuck for this group.  MTV calls 
them The Founders.  Others have dubbed 
these kids born in this century Generation Z.   
Time will tell what sticks

From the produce point of view, this anec-
dotal report would seem to indicate a bright future 
for our industry.  Soon after arriving, the youngest 
girl whipped up a very good-tasting guacamole dip.  
Watching her work the knife around that avocado 
seed, it was obvious that she was a veteran of that 
particular recipe.  She proclaimed that she loved to 
cook and had many different dishes in her reper-
toire.  Her dad bragged that she also makes a mean 
margarita with fresh limes.  If you concentrate on 
the use of fresh limes, as opposed to the 13-year 
old pouring tequila and triple sec, that also bodes 
well.

When it came to dinner,  two of the six fresh-
men girls presented as vegetarians. Another, my 
daughter, also claimed an affinity toward vegetarian-
ism but admitted that occasionally teriyaki steak or 
bacon have a particular allure.  Being Californian, 
we adults felt no need to scrutinize how the kids 
presented nor a desire to examine their birth cer-
tificates.  If they identified as vegetarian, that was 
good enough for us.

Of the other three girls, one was a strict 
carnivore but the other two also saw the value in 
a fruit and vegetable lifestyle.  There were far more 
strawberries and mandarins eaten during the week-
end than s’mores, though those blobs of unfettered 
sweetness did make a cameo appearance, which 
appeared to be more from tradition than desire.

I don’t pretend that a handful of teenagers on 
a camping trip is great empirical evidence about the 
eating habits of post-millennial teens.  On the other 
hand, I harken back to my own camping days as a 
teenager and also trips with my older mid-millennial 
kids.  In my day, vegetarianism wasn’t even a word, 
let alone a lifestyle.  It was deeper in the closet than E
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produce and floral industry do have some appeal to 
the not-quite-nine-to-five-corporate-lifestyle-hating 
Millennial generation.

We already have fairly casual work settings.  
We already have opportunities to spend significant 
time out of the office.  We already have collaborative 
environments.  We already reward entrepreneurship 
and innovation.  The problem is, we need to sell that 
to young workers.  We need to make young workers 
aware that you don’t have to work for a dot-com 
to have a good work-life balance, to have work you 
care about, to have a job that doesn’t expect you 
to wear a tie or high heels every day.

One way the FPFC is promoting the industry 
to potential new employees is through the FPFC 
Scholarship Program.  By offering scholarships at 
four California schools with recognized agriculture 
programs, we are reaching young people before 
they decide to go into another profession.  We are 
there at the college level, showing them what the 
fresh produce and floral industry has to offer bright, 
innovative, motivated people.

The Produce Marketing Association is also 
making contact with young people who are still in 
college through the Center for Growing Talent by 
PMA.  Their Career Pathways program provides 
education, engagement and networking opportu-
nities at industry events—including the Southern 
California Fresh Produce & Floral Expo in July.

The FPFC is in its third year of our Apprentice 
Program, which takes people with seven years or 
less experience in the business and pairs them with 
a mentor.  They go through a series of programming 
for nine months that introduces them to various 
aspects of the industry; areas they might not be ex-
posed to in their current jobs.  One very important 
thing they learn is the actual power of face-to-face 
networking.  That building true relationships can’t be 
done through an app on their phone.  They learn 
that building those personal relationships can be a 
key to a very long and prosperous career. 

We don’t necessarily need to change our 
industry, and we don’t really need to change our 
businesses.  We already have so much that Millennials 
want—we just need to change the way we promote 
our industry to them, and fortunately we’re already 
taking those steps.  

Millennials will make the other changes when 
they’re in charge….and then they will be wonder-
ing why they should change things for the younger, 
yet to be named, generation that will be nipping at 
their heels.

First off, an up-
date:  I’m happy to 
report that my trip to 
the Northern Califor-
nia Expo in April was 
uneventful with regard 
to my rental car and 
driver’s license.  There 
was no weird cabinet 
to eat my license, so 
it stayed firmly in my 
hand in the rental car we got from Budget.  It was 
a personal triumph.

Now that we have that out of the way, on to 
a completely different subject….

If anyone else is sick of hearing about Millenni-
als, raise your hand!  See, I’m not the only one.  No 
offense to any Millennials who happen to be reading 
this article.  I’m sure you are lovely people.  

In general, it seems as if every day there is 
a new article on this particular generation – what 
they want, how they work, how they shop, their 
use of social media, etc.  You name it, there is a 
story about it.

The topic also comes up a great deal in 
association work.  How to attract them to your 
association, what they want, how they work, how 
they shop, their use of social media, etc. Okay, you 
get the idea.  Everyone is talking about them.

The FPFC is no different.  Frequently the 
topic will come up in committee meetings when 
discussing a particular event.  Just recently it came 
up at our board meeting.  Discussion veered to how 
Millennials connect virtually and how maybe they are 
more comfortable doing that than doing the “old 
fashioned” meet and greet networking events.  

At one point, one of our board members 
finally said what a lot of people think but don’t say, 
“Why do we have to kowtow to them?  We still have 
a lot to offer and can teach them a thing or two.”  

Indeed!  Yes, they are this big ol’ generation 
of new workers and buyers and everyone wants 
to crack that nut to get their cash and their loyalty.   
But my board member was right; the older genera-
tions do have a lot to offer and shouldn’t be swept 
aside in favor of attracting this new group.  Being 
Gen X myself, I don’t remember there being any 
particular efforts from previous generations to 
change how things were done to accommodate us 
as we entered the workforce.  Not everyone is Mark 
Zuckerberg—some of them will have to take, you 
know, actual jobs, and as jobs go, those in the fresh E
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Inaugural Summit Shines 
Spotlight on Exploding Category 
By Tim Linden
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For seemingly years, devotees of organic 
produce have claimed double digit growth at retail 
has been commonplace.  One look no further than 
the corner grocery store to anecdotally confirm 
this supposition.

Virtually every chain retailer across the coun-
try has added an organic produce section and is not-
ing very strong growth.  Many, many suppliers across 
the country – either following suit or leading the 
charge – are offering organic fruits and vegetables as 
part of their daily sell sheet.  The revolution appears 
to be well entrenched.

In fact, the Organic Trade Association recently 
released a report showing double digit growth of 
organic products once again in 2015 with the total 
market now reaching more than $43 billion with a 
close to 11 percent growth last year.

Matt Seeley, vice president of marketing for 
The Nunes Company and its Foxy Organics brand, 
said fresh produce represents more than one-third 
of all organic food sales and is truly the focal point 
of those sales gains.  As such, Seeley and others have 
been involved in the launching and the development 
of the first ever Organic Produce Summit.  It will be 



http://www.organicsunlimited.com
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said the growth in supplies and sales are being driven 
by Millennials “who want to know more about their 
food.  They want to know where it came from and 
what it is going to do to them.”

He said across the retail sector those who 
took a leadership role in the natural and organic 
food sector have reaped the rewards.  “Where else 
have you seen double digit growth on an annual 
basis year after year?” he asked.

Seeley said packaged salads have been the 
leader in the category for many years but now 
SKUs of organic produce in virtually every cat-
egory can be found.   “In fact, in some categories, 
where consistent supply and quality are available, 
retailers may only carry an organic offering.”

For example, he said a retailer carrying a red, 
green and lacinato kale may determine that three 
SKUs (all organic) is sufficient, rather than carrying 
six SKUs with each variety in both conventional 
and organic.   

Seeley said the Organic Produce Summit 
will bring the producer community of growers, 
processors and distributors together with the 
buying community of retailers and foodservice 
operators.  All 72 10-by-10 foot supplier booths 
have been sold with a 10-company waiting list as of 
late April.  More than 50 buyer groups represent-
ing greater than 30,000 retail outlets across the 
United States and Canada had signed up to attend, 
with more expected as the event draws near.

Seeley said the biggest challenge in the 
organic produce arena is consistent supply of 
product.  This topic will be covered in the educa-
tional sessions as well as in face-to-face meetings 
that will be conducted throughout the show and 
in privately-arranged farm and facility visits before 
and after the event.  He noted the venue is per-
fectly located.  “Monterey, San Benito and Santa 
Cruz counties are the cradle of organic production 
of vegetables and berries in the United States, with 
strawberries being the number one organic fruit 
item that is sold at retail,” he said.  

The educational lineup will feature sessions 
on organic produce data drivers, merchandising 
and display strategies, the opportunities and 
challenges on the supply side, and the growth of 
e-commerce in this category.  “The bottom line is 
that this industry needs more information,” Seeley 
said.  “A retailer’s organic sales may be 8 percent 
when the industry average is 10-12 percent and 
a competitor down the road is getting 13 percent.  
How does he get to 13 percent?”

Though the show has not yet occurred, 
the organizers are already looking at dates and 

held at the Hyatt resort in Monterey, CA, on July 13 
and 14 and will feature networking events, educa-
tional seminars and a one-day trade show.  “This is 
the first ever event that specifically celebrates the 
dynamic growth of the fresh produce segment of 
the organic food industry,” he said.

Seeley said the continued double digit growth 
of organic produce, which he expects to be main-
tained throughout the rest of this decade, is truly a 
“game-changer” for the fresh produce industry.  He 
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venues for 2017 to allow for a larger show.  “Based 
on the unprecedented response, which has been 
overwhelming, planning is already underway for 
2017,” Seeley said.

The organizers said this year was designed 
to test the concept, and it has already passed that 
test.

The show kicks off on July 13 with a reception 
at the Monterey Hyatt Resort & Spa in Monterey, 
CA.  More information is available on the OPS 
website  (www.organicproducesummit.com)..

Merchandising Organics
A full slate of organic produce is a mainstay at many retail outlets especially on the progressive West Coast.  As 

such, retailers use a variety of merchandising techniques to sell the product.
That is one message Mark Carroll, senior director of purchasing and merchandising for produce & floral at the 

25-store Gelson’s chain, will be delivering to attendees at the Organic Produce Summit in Monterey in July.  He will be 
on a panel during the educational portion of the show talking about selling organic produce at retail.   Carroll, who is a 
longtime FPFC member, current FPFC board member and frequent attendee at FPFC events, said organics do represent 
a greater percentage of Gelson’s sales than at the average retailer.  He wouldn’t reveal exact numbers but noted that 
the chain’s organic sales, as a percentage of produce department sales, are “significantly greater” than the 6-8 percent 
that typical scan data reveals is average.

At Gelson’s, Carroll said “freshness and quality” drive sales, as well as the company’s buying philosophy.  The firm 
is always looking for the very best of any SKU.  That fact often comes into play when merchandising organic produce.  
He explained that if the quality and freshness of an organic item is top notch, he might only stock that item.  However, 
if the organic item is a bit below par, “quite often we will ‘twin line’.  We’ll get the best and also get the organic” which 
gives those customers the option they are looking for.

Carroll said he often sell items together that are in the same category regardless of how they are grown, though 
mindful of rules related to merchandising organic and conventional produce.  For example, the area of the produce 
department with wet leafy greens will feature both conventional and organic items.  And an organic apple SKU will most 
likely be merchandised in the area where apples are sold.

While Gelson’s is most often referred to as an upscale market, Carroll said the retailer’s shoppers cut across mul-
tiple demographics.  There are the die-hard organic shoppers and there are also shoppers who define their purchases 
by looking at the price tag.  “We have a broad mix of customers,” he said, but believes “finding value” is what binds them 
together.  

For its tried and true organic shoppers, Gelson’s does field a significant number of organic SKUs every day.  But 
Carroll said there is a seasonality to their offerings and sometimes an organic option just isn’t available.  For example, he 
said when it is raining in the production area, conventional crops do have some crop protection tools that can allow the 
farmer to harvest and still sell top notch product.  If the organic SKU of that same product is not up to Gelson’s quality 
standards because of the weather issues, the retailer just won’t carry it that day.

Carroll did say that it is much more commonplace than it was in years gone by to get top quality organic product.  
That option is usually available, regardless of the category.

http://www.organicproducesummit.com
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Nearly 300 produce professionals jammed 
the Sheraton Cerritos ballroom April 27 for the 
Fresh Produce & Floral Council’s Southern California 
Membership Luncheon. 

Featured speaker for the event was renowned 
Chef Jet Tila, who entertained the crowd with stories 
about his growing up in a produce family (his parents 
opened one of the first Thai markets in the United 
States in 1972) to eventually becoming an executive 
chef at the Wynn Hotel and being a participant on 
“Iron Chef America,” where he faced off against the 
legendary chef, Masaharu Morimoto.

Today, Chef Tila, who trained at the famed Le 
Cordon Bleu, is the owner of three restaurants (Los 
Angeles, Las Vegas and Dallas) and can be seen often 
on the Food Network. He touched briefly on food 
trends, saying that informed consumers today have 
moved to a more veg-centric manner of eating, with 
vegetables moving to the center of the plate.

After the luncheon, Chef Tila shared some 
of his ideas on food trends with the Fresh DIGEST 
in a separate interview.  He said the number one 
trend in restaurant is the increased use of vegetables, 
which is tied closely to some of the up and com-
ing cuisines currently gaining favor.  “North African, 
Middle Eastern and Asian cooking are all becoming 
more popular,” he said.  “All of those use lots of 
spices and lots of vegetables.  Especially look for 
North Africa cooking next year.”

It is the spice combinations, he said, that give 
these dishes their flavor profiles and indicate their 
point of origin.  “Chefs are going crazy for these 
spices.”

When discussing food trends and how a dish 
or a type of cooking becomes popular, Tila said it 
is equal parts chef experimentation and consumer 
preference.  While chefs love to experiment and do 
introduce lots of new dishes and flavors to consum-
ers, the demand, he said, is truly driven by consum-
ers.  Vegetables, he added, are moving to the center 
of the plate because more and more consumers 
want to eat healthy.  This trend would seem to fly 

Chef Tila Entertains at April Luncheon
By Tim Linden
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in the face of decadent desserts continuing to be 
popular in restaurants.  But in fact, Chef Tila said the 
two trends go hand in hand.  “Desserts will never 
die,” he said.  “But consumers trade calories.”

He said they want healthier entrees precisely 
so they can continue to indulge when the dessert 
menu is presented.  But he noted that a growing 
trend is for small plate desserts.  The restaurant goer 
can indulge and still not break the belt.

Chef Tila says his own vegetable-heavy em-
phasis started when he was very young.  “I was born 
into a vegetable centric culture.”

He was born and raised in the Los Angeles 
area in an Asian American community.  His parents 
were entrepreneurs with ownership of a produce 
company as well as a market and a restaurant.  Their 
produce company was called Bangkok Produce, he 
recalled.  

The produce house specialized in Asian veg-
etables grown by suppliers in the Central Valley.  Tila 
knew from a very young age that he would make his 
mark in the food industry, and his life experiences 
have only enhanced that effort.
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Chef Jet Tila and Alfonso Cano of Northgate Gonzalez Market
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Southern California Luncheon
April 27, 2016
Thank You Sponsors!

Platinum Sponsor
CMI

Associate Sponsors
Beachside Produce, LLC

Fresh Gourmet Company, LLC
GloriAnn Farms

Hollandia Produce, L.P.
It Tastes RAAW

Litehouse 
Marzetti

Produce Marketing Association
Sunset Produce 

Taylor Farms Retail, Inc.
Western Mixers Produce & Nuts, Inc.

Key Sponsors
Allen Lund Company

California Avocado Commission
Equitable Food Initiative

Frieda’s Specialty Produce

Dora Zavala, Davis Lewis Orchards; Liane 

Mast, Stater Bros. Markets; and Roberta 

Davis Lewis, Davis Lewis Orchards

Kevin Leap, West Pak Avocado; Frieda Caplan, Frieda’s, Inc.; 

Karen Caplan, Frieda’s, Inc.; and Dick Spezzano, Spezzano 

Consulting Service

Key Sponsor Tracey Lewin of the Allen Lund Company and Platinum Sponsor Steve Lutz from 

CMI
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Dave Cruz and Peggy McCormick of the California Avocado Commission with guest speaker Chef Jet Tila
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Photo Sponsor
North Shore Living Herbs ® 

Décor Sponsor
Kent’s Bromeliad Nursery

Robert Schueller from Melissa’s Produce, 

guest speaker Chef Jet Tila; FPFC 

Chairman Marvin Quebec of Quebec 

Distributing Co.; and master of ceremonies 

Don Gann of Stater Bros. Markets

Scott Gonzales, The Grocery 

Outlet; Scot Olson, The Grocery 

Outlet; Jennifer Pelayo, 

Equitable Food Initiative; Kevin 

Boyle, Equitable Food Initiative; 

and Kip Martin, The Grocery 

Outlet
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The Fresh Produce & Floral Council 
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Fresh DIGEST

Carissa Mace

Publisher
Tim Linden

Editor
Dana Davis

Advertising
Heather Gray

Design/Layout

FRESH PRODUCE & FLORAL COUNCIL
2016 Board of Directors

OFFICERS
Marvin Quebec

Quebec Distributing Co.
Chairman of the Board

Connie Stukenberg

California Avocado Commission
Chairman Elect

Alfonso Cano

Northgate Gonzalez Markets
Treasurer/Secretary
Brad Martin

Perimeter Sales & Merchandising
Immediate Past Chairman
Rich Van Valkenburg

Van Valkenburg & Associates
Past Chairman Representative

Harland Heath

Heath & Lejeune, Inc.
Honorary Past Chairman Representative

Carissa Mace

Fresh Produce & Floral Council
President

DIRECTORS
Nancy Betancourt

Vision Produce Company
Andrew Bivens

Westlake Produce Company
Mark Carroll

Gelson’s Markets
Brian Cook

Hollandia Produce, L.P.
Greg Corrigan

Raley’s Supermarkets
Kelly Craner

B & C Fresh Sales
Rick Cruz

Albertsons/Vons
Lisa Davis

Edge Sales & Marketing
Allen DeMo

DLJ Produce
Miguel Garcia

Ralphs Grocery Company
Scott Leimkuhler

Progressive Produce Corp.
Liane Mast

Stater Bros. Markets
Rick Montoya

Salinas Valley Farming, Inc.
Marta Moreno

Rose Gonzales Plants, Inc.
Jeff Oberman

United Fresh Produce Association
Roger Schroeder

Stater Bros. Markets

FPFC MISSION STATEMENT
The Fresh Produce & Floral Council is a dynamic 

community of professionals across all sectors of 

the fresh produce and floral industry who do 

business in California and the western region.

The Council is dedicated to providing members 

with convenient opportunities to build productive 

relationships, access timely market information, 

enhance their business skills, and pool their 

efforts to promote and advance the industry.

Mike Reed
California Endive Farms

Tim Dayka
Dayka & Hackett LLC

John Huff
Good Greens

David Mesa
Humm Kombucha

Dolores Garces
Payless Logistics, Inc.

Greg Gattis
Royal Rose LLC

Cindy Chen
Saveway Supplies Inc.

Jason Domenico
Suja Juice

Craig Kwitoski, Jennifer Swain, 
Larry Webb

Sullivan Curtis Monroe 
Insurance Services, LLC

Julie DeWolf, John Famini, 
Erin Semper

Sunkist Growers

Phil Abreo
True Fresh HPP
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Dressings...Dips...Juices 
Continue to March into Produce Departments
By Tim Linden
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Longtime produce retailer Ed Odron remem-
bers a jelly product as the first “non-fresh” pack-
aged item to be sold in the produce department 
when he worked on the East Coast in the 1970s.  
“I was in Washington, D.C., in the early ‘70s when 
someone started selling us jarred jellies.  They did 
pretty well.”

Another retail expert, Dick Spezzano, believes 
that in the Southern California market complimen-
tary items made their debut sometime around the 
mid-1980s.  “I believe it was dressings and dips first 
with Marie’s leading the way and then Litehouse 
right behind.  Now there are at least a half dozen 
(dressings) brands wanting to be in the fresh pro-
duce department.”

Still another produce veteran, Robert Thomp-
son, isn’t certain when the march to the produce 
department by these packaged items began, but he 
doesn’t believe it’s ending anytime soon.  “There’s a 
terrible shelf crunch.  We’re over-SKU-ed,” he said, 
adding that he expects the value-added/complimen-
tary item refrigerated cases to continue to gobble 
up produce department space.

Thompson, who started FreshSource, a food 
and beverage broker, almost two decades ago, said 
the packaged value-added providers continue to 
come up with new offerings.  “There’s no room out 
there so you have to continually do resets.  We just 
finished one with juice for a major retailer.”

Spezzano, who spent decades in produce 



http://www.foxy.com
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Odron, who was with several retailers in-
cluding Lucky Stores in California, consults under 
Ed Odron Produce Marketing Consulting.  He said 
getting retailers to handle these products was never 
really a difficult sell.  “They absolutely help the bot-
tom line.  They have minimum labor, tremendous 
shelf life, no shrink and at a very good margin.”

He added that the ring itself is very high.  
“When I was working retail I embraced these 
items.”  He noted in addition to jellies and the 
aforementioned dressings, dips and juices, items such 
as pickled mushrooms and jarred garlic were early 
complimentary items in the produce department.

Today, Odron finds that most produce retail-
ers accept complimentary items as a regular cat-
egory in their departments, though he added that 
the explosion of items has created a lot of fighting 
for space.  He said if a branded product can make 
a good case for changing the items, a retailer will do 
it “but you (suppliers) have to pay for the reset and 
that’s not cheap.  It’s very labor intensive.”

Spezzano agreed with the rational for car-
rying these items and especially took note of the 
high prices in the juice category.  “It’s a great growth 
category and you have 8-ounce juices selling for 
$7.99,” he marveled, noting that these items tend 
to have a very high per foot sales average … much 
higher than bulk produce.

Looking down the road, Spezzano expects 
these departments to grow and believes they will 

retailing most notably with The Vons Companies, 
now is a produce consultant operating as Spezzano 
Consulting Service.  He said the concept of compli-
mentary items has matured and many, many retailers 
do an excellent job with the size of the refrigerated 
case growing tremendously over the last decade.  
Many retailers, he said, have as much as 32 feet of 
linear space devoted to these items with upwards 
of four shelves in each case.  In the very beginning, 
he noted that there were few refrigerated cases in 
the produce department.  Some retailers started 
these lines without refrigeration.  Soon four-foot 
upright cases began sprouting up everywhere and 
it has only grown from there.  Today it is common 
for the cases to include both the complimentary 
items (dips and dressings, for example) and the 
value-added items led by the packaged salads.  The 
fresh juices are often sold in an adjacent end case 
leading in or out of the value-added section. He 
said in all these cases, space utilization is much bet-
ter than it once was as the new case designs have 
added more levels of shelving.

Interestingly, Spezzano said there is a geo-
graphic component to what is sold in the produce 
department.  “In the East you see many more 
brands, including grocery brands in the produce 
department.  In the East, you also see birdseed 
in the produce department.  In the West you see 
more of a pure produce play.  You don’t see soups, 
for example.”
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come from space currently devoted to center of 
the store items, as well as even more efficient use of 
existing space.  He said a retailer can easily look at his 
center store aisle and see areas where the number 
of brands of a particular item can be reduced.  In 
newer supermarkets, he said a 55,000 square foot 
store appears to be the “sweet spot” that gives the 
retailer ample space for pharmacy, grocery, produce 
and deli and allows for the expanding produce 
department as well as promotional space for rotat-
ing items.  He does not believe the value-added 
produce category has reached the saturation level.  
He sees continued growth.

In the distant future, Thompson said space 
allocation in a supermarket could change as they 
determine what items to carry. There may be a 
major shuffling down the road, but in the very 
short term, he is fighting for space for virtually 
every principal that he represents.  As a rule of 
thumb, he said produce departments aren’t getting 
any bigger and in fact as refrigerated cases and 
value-added items proliferate, they are going to 
take space from the commodity racks.  “Produce 
doesn’t get to grow,” he quipped, adding that there 
is space to play with in the typical modern produce 
department with commodity items taking up most 
of that space…at least for the time being.

He added that when Millennials think fresh, 
they are not thinking of a bulk display of onions 
or 10 pound bags of potatoes.  Instead they are 
thinking of a value-added package of spring mix 
lettuce or a Caesar salad kit.  “Those bulk displays 
are going to go away,” he said, adding that they 
should.  “A ten pound bag of potatoes…that’s 
an eyesore.”

Thompson said there are many examples of 
retailers abandoning that old commodity merchan-
dising scheme and adopting a more packaged look 
that appeals to younger shoppers.  Trader Joe’s, 
for example, is heavily packaged and shoppers of 
that format consider it an “experience.”  European 
retailer, he noted, are also heavily into packaging, 
which seems to work quite well.

But Thompson said the packaging has to ap-
peal to these younger shoppers.  He prefers “clean 
labels” that allow the product to sell itself.  He 
noted that some newer “natural” dressing brands 
are going this route and the more-established 
brands better follow suit if they want to save their 
shelf space.  Thompson reiterated that “grab and 
go” value-added produce items as well as juices 
and the like are more appealing to the younger 
shoppers than a huge display of a commodity.  He 
continually preaches this message to retailers.  But 

he also noted that it is not necessary for a retailer 
to carry every item in a juice or dressing line.  In-
stead, only the top handful in any line should get 
the space.  If it’s not selling, replace it seems to be 
his motto with no bias to whether it’s a traditional 
or relatively new item.  

In any event, what a produce department 
looks like today is far different than it was 30 years 
ago, and the expectation should be that it will con-
tinue to change moving forward.
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DLJ Produce, Inc., which opened over 23 years 
ago as primarily a stone fruit and grape specialists, 
has greatly expanded its product line adding a full 
array of vegetables, with a packaged program for 
both organic and conventional items.

Bill Coombs, president of the firm, said the lat-
est addition to the product line marks the continued 
evolution of the company.  “When we started in 
1993 we originally represented California tree fruit 
and California grapes.  Over the years we expanded 
globally to become a year-round supplier of all tree 
fruits and grapes.”

Coombs explains that besides sourcing from 
U.S. shipping districts, the firm imports fruit from 
a variety of countries, including Argentina, Chile, 
Peru, Mexico, Australia and Holland.  With the 2014 
acquisition of a state-of-the-art cold storage and 
re-packing facility under the moniker of Pacific Cold 
International Storage, the company has the capacity 
for customized packaging, processing, consolidation 
and logistics.  DLJ Produce and Pacific International 
are co-located in Long Beach, which is close to the 
ports, the Los Angeles market and cross country 
shipping lanes.

With the extra cold storage facility, Coombs 
began to explore opportunities to expand the 
company’s reach.  In the past few months DLJ has 
hired two industry veterans, Allen DeMo and Sue 
Momita, whose focus is on organics and the new 
vegetable packaging line that will include bulk and 
customized packaging.  “We’ve developed a 60 com-
modity program and we are open for business,” said 
Demo who is heading this department.

DeMo, a longtime produce veteran began 
his produce career in Florida for Publix Supermar-
kets.  Soon he moved to the supply side with a 
Florida tomato packer.  In 1989, he moved to the 
West Coast to manage a packing facility.  Moving 
into sales a few years later, he brought his packing 
experience to develop both private labels and new 
concepts to the retail sector.  He will now continue 
to create and further expand on the organic and 
conventional sales.

Sue Momita has an equally impressive back-
ground, having worked in produce for Hughes 

DLJ Produce Adds Full Line of 
Organics and Value Added Packaging
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Family Markets, Whole Foods, Wild Oats and Ralphs 
Supermarkets.  Her extensive produce retail exper-
tise gives her an advantage in promoting both the 
organic and conventional departments. 

DLJ has direct grower deals in this new veg-
etable venture.  DeMo said the company is work-
ing closely with retailers across the nation to help 
establish new packaging solutions.   He said the cold 
storage and packaging facility allows the company to 
accommodate virtually any retailer request.  “If they 
ask us if we can do it?”  The answer is “Yes, we can!”   
Both DeMo and Momita will be developing new 
and exciting programs to bring to retailers.

Coombs said the foray into vegetables came 
about because of requests from current customers 
looking to expand their organics and conventional 
vegetable and fruit lines.  Coombs additionally com-
ments that these 2 individuals will add to the already 
extensive retail knowledge and experience that the 
DLJ team has built.

Instead of slowly expanding the new lines, 
DeMo said the company has hit the ground running 
on all cylinders.  “We are specializing in all 60 items 
we are offering,” he quipped.

The passion, experience and expertise these 
two veterans bring to the existing DLJ team will con-
tinue to affirm the company’s long-time mantra:  “A 
Solid Partnership Makes a World of Difference.”

Sue Momita and Allen DeMo



http://www.4earthfarms.com/page/6251_Home.asp
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three cookbooks: the Café Firenze Cookbook, Fabio’s 
Italian Kitchen and Fabio’s American Home Kitchen.  
He has also written a series of Ebooks about vari-
ous food subjects that have appeared on multiple 
Amazon bestseller lists within weeks of release.  
Rounding out the Fabio Viviani brand, Viviani offers 
elite restaurant consulting through his partnership 
in DineAmic Group.

Top Chef to Keynote Expo Breakfast
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Fabio Viviani first became known for his ap-
pearance on season 5 of Bravo’s hit reality series Top 
Chef in 2008, earning the “Fan Favorite” title. Viviani 
returned to Bravo in 2010 to compete in their Top 
Chef All Stars edition and a spinoff culinary reality 
show, Life After Top Chef. 

His on screen appearances have propelled 
him to become one of the fastest growing house-
hold names in the country. A gregarious host and en-
tertaining guest, Viviani has appeared in a number of 
television cooking segments and is a recurring guest 
on television shows such as Good Morning America, 
The Talk, The Chew, Ellen, Good Day LA, Access Hol-
lywood, and he hosts a regular spot on QVC channel 
with various kitchen appliances and products. He 
has also been a reoccurring guest host on the new 
Hallmark Channel series Home and Family. He was 
also the host of the Telly and Webby award-winning 
web series Chow Ciao! on Yahoo! one of the top 10 
lifestyle and food shows on the internet.

Off screen, Viviani is a regular headliner at 
global food events and festivals, and sells his own 
line of ceramics cookware Co-Branded Signature 
Series Aeternum Evolution, released in August of 
2013 at Bed Bath & Beyond.   He has authored 

FPFC Southern California EXPO Schedule at a Glance
Tuesday, July 19, 2016 

Disneyland Hotel, Anaheim, CA

Exhibitor Set-Up & Registration
6:30 a.m. - 10:00 a.m.

General Registration
7:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.

Keynote Breakfast 
Magic Kingdom Ballroom
8:00 a.m. - 9:45 a.m.
(Food service available 8:00 a.m. - 8:45 a.m.)

Keynote Speaker: 
Fabio Viviani 
Celebrity Chef and Restaurateur

Exposition Opens
Exhibit Hall
10:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m.

Floral Design Contest
Monorail/Castle Ballrooms
10:00 a.m. – 11:30 a.m.

Box Lunch
Exhibit Hall/Grand Ballroom
11:30 a.m. – 1:30 p.m.

Awards Announcements
Grand Ballroom
2:00 p.m.

Featuring the Presentation of the 
Floral Design Contest 

Exhibit Hall Closes
3:00 p.m.



http://www.kernridge.com
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Tessemae’s:  It’s All in the Family

By Tim Linden
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CEO Greg Vetter swears it’s true.  Tessemae’s 
All Natural really did get started because a friend 
stole his large bottle of homemade lemon-garlic 
vegetable dressing

“This guy doesn’t eat vegetables,” Vetter said, 
“and if he was going to break into my house and 
steal this dressing, I said we have to bottle it and 
sell it.”

That event occurred in 2009, and today’s Tes-
semae’s line of dressings, marinades and dips are in 
the produce department of 13,000 stores around 
the country including Whole Foods, Safeway, Krog-
ers and scores of others.  “By next year we will be 
in 18,000 stores,” said Vetter, who is the eldest son 
of the maker of that lemon-garlic dressing.

The story actually begins years earlier when 
Greg and his two brothers – Chief Sales Officer 
Brian and Vice President of Product Development 
Matt – were growing up in Maryland and living a 
typical childhood life dominated by sports.  “My 
Mom (Theresa (Tessemae) Vetter) wanted us to 
eat our vegetables so she made this lemon-garlic 
dressing.  We loved it and every single night, we’d 
have it on vegetables.”

Through years of playing sports at all levels 
– even a stint in professional lacrosse – the boys 
would use this dressing.  Tessemae produced large 
jars so her young men could have the dressing in 
college and at their own houses once they moved 
out of the family house.  In February of 2009, Greg’s 
friend broke into his house and stole the dressing.  
By May 1, Vetter had convinced Whole Foods to 
carry the product and he set about the task of 
getting it manufactured.  Since then Tessemae’s All 
Natural has been on a whirlwind ride of success.  
“In 2009, we were in 18 Whole Foods.  By the end 
of year 2, we were in 40 stores.  In 2011, we had a 
national deal with Whole Foods.  The next year we 
added 1100 Safeway stores and the year after that 
Kroger put out dressing in 2100 stores.”

Initially, the Vetters thought this would be a 
one-product company as they would stay true to 
their lemon-garlic heritage.  But the stores started 
asking for SKUs to keep shelf space.  A balsamic 
dressing and then a cracked pepper made the grade.  
Besides having her name on the product Tessemae 

remains the chief taster and creator of the various 
product line.  “Right now, we have 28 different SKUs,” 
Vetter told the Fresh DIGEST in early May.

From the beginning was committed to mak-
ing fresh dressings, marinades and dips and intent 
on merchandising them within the produce de-
partment.  As sales have grown, the company has 
become more professional and evolved.  “We’ve 
hired better people,” Vetter said, “but I don’t think 
anybody would call us corporate.”

He said the firm’s is all about creating good 
products “and we are focused on winning.  We are 
dedicated to success.”

But the company remains very family oriented.  
“Every Sunday night we have a big family dinner to 
talk about what’s going on.”  His mother remains 
very much involved, but Vetter said the three sons 
have also provided her with seven grandchildren, 
which definitely cuts into her time overseeing 
manufacturing.  “She is still our official taste tester 
and at least three days a week she is here handling 
consumer calls.”

Vetter said the company is still learning its way 
around the produce industry.  “We’ve been going to 
PMA (Produce Marketing Association’s Fresh Sum-
mit) since 2010, but last year was the first year we 
exhibited.  We noticed there aren’t a lot of CPGs 
(consumer packaged goods) at the show.”

But he said the company is networking, adding 
stores on almost a daily basis and helping to grow 
the dressings category.  He used the word “clean” 
to describe the Tessemae line and said the line is 
organic.  Vetter sees huge potential in growing the 
category and right now is also looking at the salad 
kits as a customer for his products.  

As the mother of three athletic boys, Tesse 
had to figure out a way to get them to eat their veg-
gies while staying healthy. Because serving a dressing 
full of artificial ingredients was not an option, she 
created and perfected her own all-natural recipe. 
When her oldest son, Greg, realized how great it 
was, he said, “Mom, let’s go into business together 
and make this for the world!” As Tessemae’s All 
Natural grows its product line around the globe, 
the commitment to healthy eating and healthy living 
remains the core of the company’s mission.
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Sponsors
Name Badges

Earthbound Farm

Commemorative Bags
Marzetti

Lanyards
The Giumarra Companies

Box Lunch 
Grimmway Farms

The Oppenheimer Group

Programs 
Specialty Fresh

Pre-Expo Reception
Equitable Food Initiative

Produce Marketing Association

Event Photographer
North Shore Living Herbs

Veg-Fresh Farms, Best of Show winner in the produce category

Signage 
CDS Distributing Inc.

Quebec Distributing Co.
Robinson Fresh

Refrigerated Truck
Brent Redmond Transportation

Centerpieces
Kent’s Bromeliad Nursery
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NoCal Expo Winners
Best of Show

JUNE / JULY 2016LL 29

4 Earth Farms
A&A Organic Farms

Almond Brothers
Amport Foods

Atlas Produce/Caramel Naturel
Bay Baby Produce

Beachside Produce, LLC
Bing Beverage Company

Bland Farms
California Avocado Commission

California Sun Dry Foods
CalPure Foods

Christopher Ranch
Crunchies

Door Prize Donors List 
Duda Farm Fresh Foods
Floral Supply Syndicate

Freska Produce
George DeLallo Company

Giumarra Companies
Green Giant™ Fresh

Hampton Farms
Hood River Juice Company & Ryan’s Juice

Idaho Potato Commission
Kent’s Bromeliad Nursery

Love Beets
Made in Nature

Mann Packing Co., Inc.
Matsui Nursery

McLellan Botanicals

NatureSweet Tomatoes
Organically Grown Company

Red Shell Foods
Rocket Farms Inc.

RPE - Tasteful Selections
Simply Fresh

Suja Juice
Sundia Corporation

SunFed
Sunshine Bouquet Company

Taylor Farms
Temkin International, Inc.

Woot Froot
Zuckerman Produce, Inc.

Rocket Farms Inc., Best of Show winner in the floral category

Produce
Veg-Fresh Farms 

Floral
Rocket Farms Inc.
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Steve Miller and Bill 

Brooks of Westlake 

Produce Company

Chris Vasconcellos, 

Steve Spence and 

Steve Nino of Lucky 

Supermarkets flank Lisa 

Davis of Edge Sales & 

Marketing

Sara Meyer and 

Autumn McClendon of 

Raley’s Supermarkets 

with Jens Williford and 

Lynn Schmierer of 

Kendal Floral Supply
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Erica Wong and Jennifer 

Darling of Raley’s 

Supermarkets flank 

Larry Heple of Floral 

Supply Syndicate

Michael Schutt of 

Raley’s Supermarkets 

with Nic Vallejo of 

Houweling’s Tomatoes

http://gloriannfarms.com/retail/
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Tammy Tunnell, Bill Lackey, 

Beverly Swendner and 

Michael Selepec of Raley’s 

Supermarkets

Daniel Bell of Grocery 

Outlet with Bob Waldusky of 

Fresh Gourmet Company

Zenia Villa and Gary 

Caloroso of The 

Giumarra Companies 

with Lisa Davis of Edge 

Sales & Marketing
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Louie Villarreal of Mi Pueblo Foods; Phil Grijalva of Fresh Express/Chiquita; Charles Andress of Edge Sales & Marketing 

and Bob Freeman of Fresh Express/Chiquita

http://www.jacobsfarm.com/
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Nicole Wilson of 

Safeway with Liz 

Bunch of Edge Sales & 

Marketing

Alison Miceli and Scot Olson of Grocery Outlet with Janine Meyer of 

NatureSweet Tomatoes

Paul Huckabay and 

Jessica Davi of Duda 

Farm Fresh Foods

Norbert Botelho, 

Ed Odron and Tony 

Nunes of Maddan & 

Company, Inc.
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Dave Parrish of North State Grocery; Dave Haubert of FreshSource Produce; Rick Rutte of North State Grocery; and Diana Cruz of Bing 

Beverage Company

http://www.livingherbs.com
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Connie Stukenberg of California Avocado Commission with Marvin Quebec 

of Quebec Distributing Co.

Tracy Lenz of Taylor Farms with Robert Thompson of FreshSource Produce



http://www.fpfc.org
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line to other organic items.
The 4Earth executive said the inspiration for 

the item came from a recent Fruit Logistica show 
in Europe.  European retailers have long been 
noted for their sale of packaged product.  At the 
show, company representatives from 4Earth Farms 
were introduced to a film overwrap that they liked 
as well as the compostable punnet.  The company 
investigated the opportunities and married the two 
items together in this new line.

Munger said the firm is very much aware of 
the natural reluctance on the part of the organic 
consumer to buy packaged items.  At the same time, 
one of the biggest challenges for retailers is to make 
sure that the typically higher-priced organic items are 
rung up correctly at the cash register.  Consequently 

4Earth Farms Adds Line of 
‘Overseal’ Packaging
By Tim Linden
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With the addition of a line of packaged 
organic produce using “overseal” technology on a 
100 percent recyclable punnet, Los Angeles based 
4Earth Farms continues to expand its footprint in 
the organic sector.

Mark Munger, vice president of sales and 
marketing, said that over the past decade the firm’s 
growth in the organic arena has continued to gain 
momentum to the point where now about 50 
percent of its volume is in that category.  “Ten years 
ago we would not have been considered an organic 
produce company,” he said.  

Though industry veteran Munger has only 
been with 4Earth for the last several years, he noted 
that the addition of organics started with main line 
items and expanded as customer demand did.  “We 
got into organics because customers asked about 
it,” he said.

After carrying a few SKUs, he said manage-
ment decided to make a “whole-hearted invest-
ment” in the category that was “very well developed 
and very well thought out.”  The result is that today 
4Earth Farms offers about 100 organic SKUs run-
ning the full gamut from the produce department’s 
top sellers to specialty items.  

The company also has a full-line of conven-
tional SKUs, sourcing its items from its own farms 
as well as from outside growers on exclusive deals, 
mostly producing in California and Baja California 
in Mexico.

This newest introduction includes five items 
that are packed in 8-12 ounce punnets.  They are 
single use sizes and the first introduction includes 
Brussels sprouts, green beans, broccoli florets, sugar 
snap peas and a vegetable medley.  Munger said 
the plan is to work with the company’s customers 
introducing these items – and tweaking them if 
necessary – throughout the summer before adding 
new SKUs.  But clearly the idea is to expand this 

Mark Munger
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The company did not do a soft roll out but did 
work with key customers as it was developing the 
new line.  “There is a lot of enthusiasm for this prod-
uct,” he said.  “The interest has been fantastic.”

He added that the shape of the packaging 
allows for an attractive display at retail.

p

some packaging or stickering is necessary.  4Earth 
Farms believes this new packaging could appeal to 
the hard-core organic customer as it does offer a 
more-environmentally friendly option than the more 
traditional clamshell.  In the first place, the overseal 
eliminates the clamshell top and 30 percent of the 
packaging right there.  The compostable punnet is 
another “green” component to the package.  In ad-
dition, the breathable overseal allows for improved 
shelf life as the technology creates a controlled 
atmosphere environment.

The size of each punnet in ounces is specific 
to the density of each produce item allowing for 
a generous offering at an attractive price point.  
Munger said the company is working with its cus-
tomers as they prefer with either market pricing or 
a fixed price in line with other value-added produce 
items.  He said each of the items in the first introduc-
tion are fairly stable items with year-round demand 
and low pricing volatility in relation to some other 
vegetable items.
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Bill Brooks, who had joined the family business a 
year earlier.

For the next 30 or so years, Brooks & Sims 
was a going concern through the transition from 
fathers to sons.  “The Brooks are great people,” said 
Sims, who very fondly recalls those years.  “Bill and I 
did a little bit of everything in those early days from 
bookkeeping to loading trucks.”

As the years went on they migrated to differ-
ent commodities but also switched them up a bit 
to stay fresh and focused.  “I did a lot of the melons 
and onions and the Texas products.  I worked with 
Griffin & Brand on the 1015s (sweet onion).”

In 2000, Brooks & Sims merged with Westlake, 
which had completed a merger with the Ed Miller 
Company in the not too distant past.  The company 
was renamed Westlake Produce Company.  In 
2005, Dan Sims left the firm to “retire” for the first 
time.  At that point he didn’t intend to fully retire 
but rather devote more time to the family grape 
growing business in the Northern California wine 
country town of Sonoma with his dad.  “I always 
enjoyed working with my dad and I saw that as a 
good opportunity.”

At the time his father had just started tran-
sitioning a 10-acre apple orchard to pinot noir 

Dan Sims Calling it a Career
By Tim Linden
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When he was 15 years old in 1965, Dan Sims’ 
dad – produce broker Joe Sims – told him to follow 
a load of potatoes to the Market Basket warehouse 
and try to sell them to produce buyer Bob Turner.  
The sale was made and the younger Sims career 
was quickly ordained.

Fifty years later, he’s hanging up the produce 
knife and sales pad and calling it a career.  In hindsight, 
Sims suspects that Turner took it easy on him that 
day and treated the teenager a bit differently than he 
would have a grizzled produce veteran.  Nonethe-
less, he was excited about his success and basically 
followed in his father’s footsteps quite literally.

“From the time I was 10 years old I remember 
going down to the market with my dad who was an 
Alpha Beta buyer.  I loved doing that,” he recalls.

A couple of years later, in 1962, Joe Sims and 
William Brooks (the father of Bill Brooks of Westlake 
Produce) were working together at another broker-
age house when they decided to launch Brooks & 
Sims, as primarily a potato and onion broker.  Dan 
Sims would work summers at the office and after 
high school headed to Fresno State University with 
the expressed desire to major in ag business and go 
back and work with his dad.  That he did, joining the 
elder Brooks and Sims, along with contemporary 
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good business ethics since he got here. He has 
been a positive and steady influence on the whole 
company stressing professionalism and asking each 
of us to live up to the lofty fundamental values that 
we have set for our company.  He grew up in this 
business and revels in stories about the way business 
was in the past, and even though he has a thousand 
stories about how one industry legend would pull 
one over on another industry legend, Dan has never 
handled his business with anything but class. We are 
going to miss him.”

grapes.  The transition was completed and today 
they harvest between 30 and 50 tons of grapes on 
an annual basis from their 10 acres.  “I am always 
surprised when we work with the wineries on the 
annual contract.  They deal with us like we are a 
pretty big player.  I remember dealing with Griffin 
and Brand who used to have 120,000 acres.”

Sims does allow that a 10 acre block of pinot 
noir grapes is relatively large in the grape world, but 
it still amuses him as 10 acres is still only 10 acres.

Shortly after retiring from the brokerage busi-
ness, Sims got a call from Paul Villa, president of 
Great West Produce Company Inc., Los Angeles.  
“He asked me to do a little consulting project 
for him, which I did.  But it evolved very quickly.  
I think I worked as a consultant for about six to 
eight months before I was back full time.  It wasn’t 
what I intended to do but they are great people.  
I have had a great second career here.  It was a 
wonderful experience.  Great West is an exciting 
company with a super staff.  I can’t say enough 
good things about them.”

In fact, Sims looks back at his entire career 
as one big great opportunity filled with great 
partners and colleagues, but he said it is time to 
move on.  “It was a tough decision, but the com-
mute to L.A. (he lives on Lido Island in Newport 
Beach) is tough and it is time to pursue other 
interests while I still have the health to do so.” 
Sims said he has many interests including help-
ing out on the family farm, writing and spending 
more time with family, including his granddaughter.  
He said the Sonoma farm includes a 100 year 
old farm house, which he and his sister run now 
that his father has passed away.  “It always seems 
to need work,” he quipped, “but we love it as a 
family getaway.”

On the writing front, Sims said he has dab-
bled in fiction but would also like to do a little po-
litical writing.  Using a writing metaphor, he noted 
that retirement is merely a new chapter in his life 
-- one he is looking forward to experiencing.

Paul Villa, CEO of Great West, said he 
jumped at the chance to hire Sims after he retired 
a decade ago.  Villa remembers meeting Dan when 
they were both young men in the produce industry.  
“We grew up together in this industry.  I probably 
met him over 40 years ago.”

He said he was a great addition to the firm 
and very much helped the company create its 
management structure, and also added a potato 
and onion division.

Great West President Sean Villa also chimed 
in.  “Dan has been a compass for Great West for 
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2016 FPFC Apprentice Class 
Covers an Array of Disciplines
By Tim Linden

From foodservice to retail, from wholesale to floral, the 2016 Apprentice class of the Fresh Produce & Floral Council is a very diverse group of 
produce professionals.  To qualify for inclusion in the FPFC program, applicants must be in the early stages of their produce careers, be FPFC members 
and exhibit ability to grow in their jobs and enthusiasm for a produce/floral industry career.

Besides representing many different segments of the industry, the 12 members of this year class also have quite a bit of geographic diversity 
stretching from Southern California to the Yakima Valley in Washington.  Meet your 2016 FPFC Apprentice Class.

Johan Soltero
Sales
Pablo’s Produce Inc.
Oxnard, CA

Background: 
Johan was born and raised in Oxnard, CA, where he graduated from Channel Islands High School in 

2006.  He then went on to Ventura Community College where he received his AA degree.  His first job was 
as a busboy at Saticoy Country Club, eventually moving up to a server a few years later.  “At Saticoy Country 
Club you interact with doctors, lawyers, business owners and all sorts of different people. It so happened that 
the owner of Pablo’s was looking for an entry level sales person who was willing to learn all aspects of the 
company. So I approached him and talked to him for a few minutes and we set up a date for me to go in for 
an interview. A few days later I went in for an interview and received a job offer and got in to the produce 
business.” He joined the Pablo’s Produce, Inc. team in January of 2104 and has been with the company ever since.  

“I have a two year old boy who is my life; everything I do is for his well being. I’m a very proud dad!”
FPFC Connection: 

“I was introduced to the Fresh Produce & Floral Council back in 2014 when I attended my first breakfast and Expo. Since then I have 
attended a total of two Expo shows and a couple luncheons. I really look forward to what’s to come out of this Apprentice Program.”
Fun Fact: 

“I am an extremely athletic and competitive person...golf, surf, snowboard, mountain bike, softball.”
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Cheyne Long 
Sales-Commodity Manager 
for Snap & Snow Peas
Great West Produce Company
Los Angeles, CA

Background: 
Cheyne grew up in Fountain Valley, 

CA, near Huntington Beach.  He started 
his college career at Cal State Long Beach 
and then transferred to Cal Poly San Luis 
Obispo, where he was pointing toward 
a career in the accounting or finance 
industry.  “I worked as a staff accountant for Supra Shoes in Fountain 
Valley and quickly realized that accounting was not my passion.”

Undaunted Cheyne, whose grandfather is Paul Villa, owner and 
CEO of Great West Produce, gave the family business a look.  “I decided 
to try out the family business of produce and to my surprise I fell in 
love with it.  I interned at Great West Produce in the summer before 
my senior year of college.  I left with the intent of coming back.  I was 
offered a job as soon as I graduated and have been here ever since.  That 
was a little over two years ago.  Every day I learn something new.”
FPFC Connection: 

“I was introduced to the FPFC by our very own Ken Ewalt.  He 
was involved with the FPFC for many years and has nothing but good 
things to say about it.”
Fun Fact:  

“I was a child actor in Celine Dion’s ‘A New Day Has Come’ 
music video.”

Ambar Rodriguez
Business Development Representative
The Oppenheimer Group
Newport Beach, CA

Background: 
Ambar grew up in South El 

Monte, CA, and attended Bishop Amat 
High School, then graduated from Cal 
Poly Pomona majoring in Food Mar-
keting and Agribusiness Management. 
“Throughout my time in college, I fo-
cused more on the animal industry of 
ag business but had always had a passion for agriculture as a whole. 
I decided to broaden my horizon and focused my last years on the 
food industry and agriculture.”

 She par ticipated in the Produce Marketing Association’s 
Career Pathway’s Program in 2012 which is where the interest 
in produce blossomed.  “The program was a great way to learn 
every aspect of produce and also meet some very influential 
members of the industry, one of them being my mentor for the 
program, Kristin Reid, Mixtec Group’s executive vice president.”

 She then began her produce career as a sales and marketing as-
sociate for Sunrise Produce working largely with school nutrition 
programs.  From there she moved to the Oppy team as a business 
development representative.  
FPFC Connection: 

Ambar learned of the Fresh Produce & Floral Council while in 
college, participating in PMA’s Career Pathway Program in 2012.  As 
part of that event, participants attend the FPFC Expo and a reception 
the night before.
Fun Fact:  

During college and shortly after, I worked at Disneyland as an 
Attraction Host.



Andy Webb
Sales Manager
Pathfinder Logistics
Commerce, CA

Background:  
Andy grew up in Or-

ange County, the young-
est of six siblings.  “Before I 
started my career in produce, 
I worked in the pharmaceuti-
cal industry for six years and 
have been with my current 
company, Progressive Produce, for five years.  I got into the 
produce business through my father in law who has been 
in this industry for many years.”
Fun Fact: 

“I have been married for six years.  My wife, Molly, and 
I have a little girl named Sadie and we are expecting our 
second child at the end of August.”
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Catherine Gipe-Stewart
Marketing Coordinator
Domex Superfresh Growers 
Yakima, WA

Background: 
Catherine, who goes by  “Cat”, grew up sur-

rounded by agriculture in the Willamette Valley of 
Washington State.  She pursued a degree in Global 
Development Studies at Seattle Pacific University, 
planning on working in the non-profit and social 
justice realm. While at the university, Cat started 
working for the organic, fair trade chocolate com-
pany, Theo Chocolate, where she fell in love with the food industry – especially  
knowing where her food comes from and the connection to the growers.  Post 
college, she continued working for the chocolate industry for four years, before 
moving to Yakima, east of the Cascade Mountains, which is where she connected 
with Domex Superfresh Growers.  Cat very much enjoys driving through the 
orchards on the way to work, calling it a way to ground herself before starting 
her day.
FPFC Connection:  

Cat was introduced to the FPFC by Howard Nager, vice president of mar-
keting at the firm.
Fun Fact:  

After college, Cat grew her love of agriculture by traveling through Europe 
harvesting olives in Italy and working on a sheep farm in the Scottish Hebrides

Amanda Nichols
Sales Executive
AMC North America
Fresno, CA

Background: 
Amanda grew up in 

Paso Robles, CA, and gradu-
ated from Cal Poly San Luis 
Obispo with an agribusiness 
degree in 2013.  Along the 
way she also received AA 
degrees in Social and Be-
havioral Sciences and Legal Studies. Throughout college 
she worked at Chicago Grade Landfill in the scale house, 
weighing loads.   AMC was her first ‘industry’ job and she 
has been with the company for about two and a half years, 
after starting in January 2014.  “I first became interested in 
the produce industry after I attended the PMA (Produce 
Marketing Association’s Fresh Summit) as a student in 2013.  
I wasn’t sure what area I was interested it when I applied 
for the commodities assistant position with AMC, but found 
that I really enjoyed working on the sales floor.”
FPFC Connection:  

I was first introduced to the Fresh Produce & Floral 
Council through a colleague. 
Fun Fact: 

“I love to travel and I love to work in my garden.”



Matt Christ
Business Development
Allen Lund Company
Los Angeles, CA

Background: 
Matt is from Roch-

ester N.Y., which is where 
he went to college at the 
Nazareth College of Roch-
ester.  Soon after graduation, 
he began working with the 
Allen Lund Company in its 
Rochester office as a transportation broker.  A year later, 
he transferred to the firm’s office in Los Angeles and began 
working as a transportation broker in the produce division.  
In January, after five years in that position, he was promoted 
to business development.
FPFC Connection: 

“My boss, Tracey Lewin, introduced me to the council 
and recommended that I apply for the Apprentice Program.  
I’ve only been involved in the organization since the ap-
prenticeship started.  I attended the March luncheon which 
was my introduction to it.”
Fun Fact: 

 “I made an impulse decision to run in my first mara-
thon three months before the LA Marathon this year…
finished in 4.5 hours!”

Erin Vickerman
Procurement Analyst 
Raley’s Floral 
Department 
Sacramento, California. 

Background: 
Er in  gr aduated 

from Cal Poly, San Luis 
Obispo, with a bachelor’s 
degree in Agricultural 
Business in 2013. She fell 
in love with the produce 
industry during her third year at Cal Poly, when she spent 
six months working for Driscoll’s as a retail sales intern. A 
few weeks after graduation, Erin attended her first FPFC 
Expo. She quickly learned to always hand out breathy 
mints with samples of grilled onions at produce shows. 
Fun Fact: 

Erin enjoys spending her free time renovating her 
home in Auburn with her fiancé, Joe, and hiking with her 
dogs Marley and Bo.

Jason Hatcher
Food Sourcing Manager
Second Harvest 
Food Bank of Orange County
Irvine, CA

Background: 
Jason grew up in South Orange County in 

the Mission Viejo area. He worked retail at Costco 
Wholesale for a few years as he put himself through 
college and graduated from California State Uni-
versity, Fullerton with a degree in Communication. 
“I had been volunteering at Second Harvest Food 
Bank for a couple years, so I was naturally inclined to seek a rewarding position 
there after I graduated. I have been here for a year and a half now and manage 
the Food Sourcing department, responsible for all donated food procurement 
efforts.”

It was his experience with retail that made him a natural fit in the Food 
Sourcing department at Second Harvest.  He works with retailers and produce 
businesses every day in helping them efficiently divert their unsellable product to 
feed the hungry in Orange County.
FPFC Connection: 

“I was introduced to FPFC by my predecessor, Pooja Pelham, who was in 
the 2015 Apprentice Class. She spoke very highly of the invaluable experience, 
culture, and networking that the apprenticeship provided.”
Fun fact: 

I swam competitively for eight years.
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Gerardo Soto 
Buyer-Fresh Cut Replenish-
ment  
Ready Pac Foods, Inc. 
Irwindale, CA

Background: 
Born and raised in Los 

Angeles, Gerardo is the oldest 
of three siblings. He completed 
high school at the Los Angeles 
County High School for the 
Ar ts, with an emphasis in 
Theater. He held a variety of position in the field of medical 
oxygen product distribution and service before joining Ready 
Pac Foods 13 years ago.  At Ready Pac, he has worked in 
various positions in inventory control and for the past two 
years he has been a buyer.
FPFC Connection: 

“I learned of the FPFC form my previous supervisors 
Ken Ewalt, Rick Montoya, Sean McClure, and Billy Pasos. If it 
teaches me what these gentlemen already know, I’m in good 
hands.”
Fun Fact:  

“I love Largemouth Bass fishing. Always anticipating 
the LUNKER.”

Sean St. Clair
Product Management & Specifications Manager
Renaissance Food Group
Sacramento, CA

Background: 
Sean was born in Orange, CA, but grew 

up in Redding.  After graduating, in 2008 from 
Cal State University at Chico with a bachelor’s 
degree in Organizational Communication and 
a minor in Religious Studies, he worked in the 
foodservice arena with Dutch Bros. Coffee. “In 
the summer of 2010, I broke my collar bone in 
a serious cycling accident. Left with staggering medical bills, I began searching 
for a new career that would provide better medical benefits. I applied for a 
customer service position with Renaissance Food Group with zero knowledge 
or background and thus began my journey in the food industry.”
FPFC Connection:  

“I was introduced to the FPFC by former apprentice and current mentor, 
Rachelle Shulken.”
Fun Fact: 

“I married my high school sweet heart at age 19… and have the tattoo 
to prove it.”

Amy Peirce
Sales / Latin Department
Vision Produce Company
Los Angeles, CA

Background: 
Amy was born and raised in San Pedro, CA, and went to California State University, Long 

Beach, where she graduated with a Bachelor’s degree in Communications.  In 2011, she became a 
tour leader for an adventure travel company, and then moved into the foodservice arena as a general 
manager for a gourmet burger and barbeque restaurant in Southern California. After a couple of 
years in this position, a family friend pointed her to the produce business as she was looking for a 
sales job.  She landed with Vision Produce where she has been for the past couple of years.
FPFC Connection: 

“I was introduced to the Fresh Produce & Floral Council by my department manager, Nancy Betancourt. I have been at-
tending FPFC luncheons since very early in my career with Vision Produce Company and have had the pleasure of attending the 
2015 and 2016 Dinner Dances. The FPFC is a wonderful association and I feel very lucky and honored to be a part of it.”
Fun Fact: 

“I spent 6 months leading cross country excursions throughout the United States and Canada for diverse groups of people 
from all over the globe who wanted to explore our country. I love being in nature, exploring new places and learning from dif-
ferent cultures. During my tenure as a tour leader I visited over 20 National Parks in the United States and Canada and visited 
numerous National Monuments throughout the United States. I lived out of a Van, a tent and a duffle bag for the 6 months I was 
on the road and had the immense pleasure providing people with an adventure and memories to last a lifetime.”



http://www.superfreshgrowers.com





