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By Ashley Bentley
Staff W

riter

O
R

L
A

N
D

O
, Fla. —

 “Sustain-
ability” is often com

plicated to
define and even m

ore com
plicat-

ed to achieve, panelists at a Fresh
Sum

m
it 2008 w

orkshop agreed.
K

athy M
eans, vice president of

governm
ent relations and public

affairs, 
m

oderated 
the 

panel 
of

produce buyers and suppliers w
ho

spoke about their successes and
roadblocks in sustainable practices.

Sustainability 
is 

m
aking 

its 
w

ay 
into 

business
functions, M

eans said, but m
ost com

panies have no
clue w

hat the return on investm
ent is, or even w

hat
the break-even point is.

Sustainability at Stem
ilt

Stem
ilt started focusing on environm

entally sustain-
able practices in 1989, w

hen founder Tom
 M

athison
added the ladybug logo to the com

pany’s seal. W
est

M
athison, president, is very m

uch like his grandfather
and w

ants to continue on, said R
oger Pepperl, m

arket-
ing director for Stem

ilt G
row

ers Inc., W
enatchee, W

ash.
O

ne of the m
ore interesting w

ays Stem
ilt tries to

be m
ore friendly to the environm

ent is by using
trained falcons to scare aw

ay birds from
 the orchards.

T
he falcons are released into the air and chase a lure

at the end of a stick being w
aved by their trainers,

prom
pting them

 to fly in circles like they’re hunting.
“W

e don’t kill anything,” Pepperl said. “W
e basi-

cally ask them
 politely to leave.”

Pepperl said the technique is m
ore effective than

using noise canons or m
ylar to keep the birds aw

ay.
T

he 
com

pany 
recycles 

alm
ost 

everything 
and

uses its ow
n plant w

aste as com
post and its trash to

m
ake apple trays.
In order to m

ake sustainability econom
ical, Pep-

perl said practices m
ust be m

easurable. 
“M

etrics are very im
portant,” he said. “If you

can’t m
easure it, you can’t do it.” 

Shrinking footprints

D
ave C

orsi, vice president of produce and floral
operations 

for 
W

egm
ans 

F
ood 

M
arkets 

Inc.,
R

ochester, N
.Y

., said W
egm

ans has learned how
 to

save m
illions of dollars and energy by replacing store

lighting 
w

ith 
m

ore 
energy-efficient 

bulbs. A
t 

the
com

pany’s R
ochester, N

.Y
., distribution center, 4,000

lighting fixtures w
ere changed over to high efficien-

cy fluorescent bulbs, saving the com
pany m

ore than
1 m

illion dollars, he said. Sim
ilar lighting initiatives

are being phased-in at the com
pany’s retail stores.

W
egm

ans has sold m
ore than 1.5 m

illion reusable
shopping bags in 2008, C

orsi said.
C

raig W
atson, vice president of quality assurance

and agricultural sustainability for Sysco C
orp., H

ous-
ton, said Sysco is jum

ping on the local foods trend.
“I think m

ost of us understand the trend tow
ard lo-

cal, and w
e see the need to develop relationships w

ith
sm

all fam
ily farm

s,” he said.
Sysco has im

plem
ented the W

allace C
enter Pro-

ject, in w
hich it procures produce from

 sm
all fam

ily
farm

s. T
he project is in test m

arkets in K
ansas C

ity,
K

an., and G
rand R

apids, M
ich. 

“People feel m
ore connected to the food they con-

sum
e,” W

atson said.

G
ood stew

ards of the land

M
arty O

rdm
an, m

arketing director for D
ole Food

C
o. Inc., W

estlake V
illage, C

alif., said that because
D

ole has the largest refrigerated fleet of ships in the
w

orld, the com
pany is replacing sm

aller ships w
ith

larger ones, allow
ing m

ore product to m
ove per load.

T
he larger ships cut energy up to 35%

, he said.
T

he com
pany also started carbon-neutral banana

and pineapple program
s last year, seeking to neutral-

ize the carbon footprint from
 grow

ing, harvesting,
packing and distribution of the fruits in C

osta R
ica.

O
nce sustainable practices are in place, it is im

por-
tant to com

m
unicate efforts to consum

ers to get in-
creased benefit from

 the program
s. O

ne w
ay D

ole is
doing just that is by a sticker program

 on its organic ba-
nanas. C

onsum
ers can use a code on the bananas, go to

D
ole’s W

eb site and see exactly w
here that banana

com
es from

.
C

om
panies have to think about their audience

w
hen com

m
unicating sustainable initiatives and their

results and im
pacts.

“For shareholders, you really need dollars,” M
eans

said. “For consum
ers, you m

ay need to use different
units, like kilow

att hours or cars off the road.” 

Produce industry leaders discuss 
sustainability issues, successes

Ashley Bentley

Kathy M
eans (from

 left), vice president of governm
ent relations and public affairs for the Produce M

arketing Association,
speaks w

ith Sandy Clifton, senior sales specialist; Pam
 M

itchell, general m
anager, and Jeff Dlott, president and chief ex-

ecutive officer, all of SureHarvest, Soquel, Calif., a sustainability consulting and inform
ation system

s com
pany. M

eans
m

oderated the O
ct. 26 w

orkshop “Saving Dollars and M
aking Sense of Sustainability” during Fresh Sum

m
it 2008.
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