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Food Distribution Rnearch Approaches for The 1970’s

A Company Approach
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How one company is applying
the marketing concept to fresh

fruits and vegetables

Pe”te Purcell
Marketing Specialist

Bruce Church, Inc.

I would like to give you just a little background concerning Bruce Church,

Inc. That sounds like quite a holy name and it does have some religious implica-

tions. Basically we are a California corporation. We grow fresh fruits and vege-

tables in the state of California and in the state of Arizona. We have approximately

20, 000 acres of land that we utilize to grow the produces in which we specialize.

We market and distribute our own products through the U. S. and Canada as well
as exporting a few of our products to Europe. Our main product that we grow is

lettuce. We are one of the larger growers not the largest -- but one of the larger
growers of lettuce. We do grow lettuce the year round, dur ing the winter down in

the desert area and in the spring and summer months in the Salinas Valley. We
grow strawberries, celery, cantaloupes, broccoli, and the one that with our cur-

rent problems we sometimes wish we were not growing, grapes. Also we grow a

limited amount of citrus products.

Basically our firm is privately owned. We are not on the stock market,

any of the exchanges, or on the open counter. We are a youthful organization.
The president of our firm is about 45 years old. The executive vice president is
38. I don’t know whether this is good or bad, but I probably am one of the oldest
within the organization. Approximately six years ago the firm invested quite
heavily and went into prepackaging lettuce at shipping point. There are a consid-

erable number of growers that are in this. W e fortunately, or unfortunately- -
time will tell--took a different approach than any other grower than packages and
ships source wrapped lettuce. We built packaging plants and harvest this product
in the field. It is brought into a packing plant where we do the grading, sorting,
trimming and packaging. The other lettuce growers perform this task out in the
field. There are pros and cons concerning this part of the operation and I won’t
spend a lot of time concerning that.

We’ve been in this lettuce program for quite a few years and it’s been

a very, very difficult program. We committed the capital investment and have
increased our capital outlay for modern equipment and material handling, But
it’s only been in the past year and a half that we have been able to see some break
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through at retail on this packaging concept. Now why has this taken so long?

Frankly, a good part was our own problems. Mr. Applebaum was speaking

very truthfully when he said that you must provide quality. That’s the prereq-

uisite, and we are still faced with some problems of quality. We have done a

considerable amount of research on our own to try to resolve some of these

growing problems. We have also been very, very fortunate to have the help of
the United States Dept. of Agriculture as well as the University of California

at Davis and at Berkely. But still some of these problems are with us and we

haven’t got the answers but w e have made strides in improving the quality of
the package.

We got into shipper packaging because we saw a very definite economic

factor involved. When you buy a carton of lettuce and when it arrives at the chain

stores or distribution center weighing 48 to 50 pounds that lettuce has 4 or 5
wrapper leaves around the head and those wrapper leaves have to be trimmed.
Somebody is going to pay the freight on those wrapper leaves from the point of
origin to the store and, honestly, the consumer is going to pay for it--one way

or the other.

Another factor is that when you have a product you are growing and you
are in mass production to the extent you are shipping 30 to 60 cars a day and you

have a packaging plant where you can put into application material handling pro-

grams and machinery geared to volume movement you have scale economies.

A supermarket in no way would justify that type of capital expenditure. So, there-
fore, from a cost standpoint, from a shrinkage standpoint, and from the lower
freight rate, (the freight rate will be lower because you will get more package in

that car) we entered into this program.

The next area was brand identification. We felt that brand identifica-
tion was extremely important, providing you could control the quality so that brand

identification has some meaning and you can do some consumer advertising and con-

sumer identityso it will pay dividends. Recently, we entered into another phase
of this consumer brand identification. In our celery operation we experimented

with packaging last year. This year we are going with a limited volume. We are
pleased with the results so far in the preparation of our celery. We are now pack-

aging this in a complete consumer package where absolutely no trimming need be

done at the retail level. This is a sleeve pack but it is not a sleeve pack that has
an open end where you just put the celery in a bag. It is a sleeve pack where we
can completely seal the upper and lower portions of the package and which pro-

vides ventilation holes. This celery is vacuum cooled. It is harvested, brought

to the packaging plant, where it is immediately vacuum sealed, packed and shipped

in mechanical refrigerated cars under controlled atmosphere.

We have been helped by the University of California at Davis and the
Dept. of Agriculture in Arizona through their county agents.

Cantaloupes are one of our major crops. We are in cantaloupes approxi-
mately 6 months out of the year. Now I don’t know how many of you are familiar
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with the shippine methods for cantaloupes. Unfortunate y, cantaloupes have a

horrible packaging program that the shippers have been involved in for years
and years. Cantaloupes are shipped in slated crates that weigh about 80 pounds.

Cantaloupes are packaged at shipping point by sizes, 23, 27, 36, and 45 in a

crate. These cantaloupes by and large are packed manually and they are graded

visually by the human eye. Consequently, anyone that is in the retail operation

and acquainted with fresh fruits and vegetables, knows that when you buy 36 size

cantaloupe you will find smaller or larger cantaloupes in these crates.

Another area that we have just recently moved into is broccoli. We

grow a lot of broccoli. Unfortunately, most of the broccoli is on a contract

basis and goes to freezers. But we now are in the process, and we are in

strictly pilot operation, of a complete consumer package of broccoli rather than

the bulk package that is ice packed. We have been running some test shipments

into New York. So far we are pleased with what we ~ee. We have great expec-

tations and hopes but we have to feel our way to determine whether this is a
sound basis to market this product.

Another product that we grow that has gone through fantastic changes,
and I think there are more that are going to come in 1970, is strawberries. Straw-

berries are another very perishable product to market. We have developed and
built along with other growers very modern vacuum cooling plants to get the field

heat out of strawberries so that we can keep the respiration rate as low as pos-

sible. We have also relied very heavi)y on air transport as a means to get straw-
berries to our markets, and whether that market is in London, whether it’s in

Paris or whether it’s in New York, more and more of the strawberry business
has gone by air. But air transport has problems of airlines not making schedules.
Once the container is released to the airline it is completely away from refrigera-
tion, but airlines are able to reduce the coast to coast time to a bare minimum.
We have tried some shipping with controlled atmosphere; however, we are still

on an experimental basis,

We see tremendous marketing opportunities of providing the consumer

with a sounder berry and doing it more economically because we can reduce the

shrink factor. The shrink factor, you know, is going to be born by the consumer

somewhere along the line. If we can reduce that shrinkage factor then obviously
there has got to be economies for everyone in the marketing of fresh fruits and

vegetables including ourselves.

The 1970’s we feel is going to see some very major changes in the fresh
fruit and vegetable picture. Some of them are now occurring in the packaging con-
cepts, But there is another very dramatic change that is going on right now in
our industry insofar as our growing of these products are concerned. In growing
lettuce in a particular given growing area you will have as high as 65 different

firms -- some with little capital and no marketing organization. They rely upon a
sales agency or a brokerage firm to move their products for them. You have other
organizations like ourselves that can grow their products and have their own mar-
keting program. In this industry there are a lot of malpractice that exist.

16



Malpractice on the part of the growers, shippers, and unfortunately on the part

of the receivers also. There has not been a good communication and understand-

ing existing between the receivers and the shippers and both parties are at Iault.
We as an industry are certainly negligent that this has gone on and on. Rem’em -

ber that in marketing ~resh fruits and vegetables you probably have the most

chaotic disorganized facet of food distribution and there is a reason for this.

In meats you have to bring cattle somewhere to get slaughtered. In process foods,

whether it be frozen or canned, it must be brought to a central plant, but in t“resh
fruits and vegetables ail that has to be done is L.Otake it out of the ground and put

it in a container. It finds its way through the channels. It can be a local grower
right in your own area, that’s taking it into the store or to the fruit stand. It can

be a big grower that is shipping all over the country. There are various market-

ing rules or regulations that have been established, some are federal and some

are state. They establish grades and standards. And these grades are well de-

fined but its a physical impossibility to police those grades. Where are we going
to get enough federal inspectors to inspect every package of fresh fruits and vege-
tables that is grown? There this industry has relled more upon personal trust

and confidence. These problems however have not oeen resolved even with trust

and confidence because both parties get mto areas where there may be a division

of interest. For instance, when you get into the packaging of fresh fruits arm

vegetables at Shipping point, assummg that you can provide a product that has
quality, the problem that we encounter is If we can reduce the total marketing

costs from the point of growing to the consumer, this has got to have economic
value and should have to everyone concerned. However, we cannot get a return
on our investment. If we can unltlze cantaloupes and they can be treated as a
unit, we could reduce the shrinkage losses in these cartons and give a uniform
pack so we can reduce the shrinkage level at retail. Then there has got to be

economic savings at retail. But you know where our handup occurs; ---we hit
a major roadblock because the particular buyer is interested in what? --price.

And we cannot package that product at shipping point and make that capital in-

vestment unless we can retire that investment to get our cost back. The argu-
ment is never on the quality of the product - -its on the basis that the buyer will

pay 51)~ more for that package, even when 50$ or more is returned to the buyer

in retail sales.

Another area where we are doing exzensive experimental work is pre-

pared salads. We have not publicized it, and we have no intentions of publicizing

it until we can be sure. of our product.

We are presently preparing institutionally, packages for shredded let-

tuce, iceburg lettuce, and lettuces that are mixed mto a complete salad mix.

Remem~er that institutional operators also have a labor problem and if we can
get the salad prepared, all they have to do 1s slip the condiments to it. There is
a fantastic market, not only in institutional but also m retail stores. We are mdr -
keting these products presently in Los Angeles and San Francisco. We have not
been able to resolve our problems due to the time element to get it marketed on
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the East Coast. We think there is a very definite possibility with controlled at-

mosphere, and the temperature control, and a different container type progra m

that we can do so.
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