
In the middle of the night when streets are eerily 
quiet and most folks are tucked in their beds, 
the stillness explodes around wholesale produce 
markets across California. Amid a maze of trucks 
and loading bays are the sounds of forklifts, 
vendors hawking their wares, and workers shouting, 
“Watch out, coming through!”

Millions of pounds of fresh fruits and vegetables 
are being unloaded as discerning buyers negotiate 
for competitive prices. Th eir hauls will not only 
grace grocery store displays, but end up in restaurant 
kitchens near and far.
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Photo courtesy of SF Market.

Of course, not all wholesalers 
are located at terminal markets. 
Th e wholesale and distribution 
industry is fragmented, with many 
large grocery chains operating 
their own distribution centers. 
IBISWorld reports that no distri-
bution company has more than 
5 percent of the wholesale market.

Fresh fruit represents 57 
percent of wholesale revenue, 
while whole vegetables contribute 
35 percent, and 8 percent comes 
from prepackaged fresh-cut vege-
tables, according to a November 
2021 report by First Research, Inc.

Perishables Paradise
Whether located in a produce 

terminal market or off site, Cal-
ifornia’s wholesalers enjoy close 
proximity to the state’s agricultural 
centers, as well as its large, diverse 
population. Th e West Coast is also 
a strategic distribution point for 
imports and exports by land, 
sea, and air.

Washington Vegetable Company touts 
itself as the oldest wholesale produce busi-
ness in the city and county of San Fran-
cisco and is one of the original tenants of 
the SF Market. 

“Primary customers are grocery stores, 
local chains like Gus’s Community 
Market, and Mollie Stone’s,” shares Mike 
Pizza, who handles administration and 
sales. “We also sell to jobbers who deliver 
to restaurants.”

Washington Vegetable Company 
sources both locally and internationally 
and exports to the Pacifi c Rim and the 
South Pacifi c. “Our top sellers include 
broccoli crowns and bunches as well as a 
variety of lettuces. Our Mexico specialty 
department off ers avocados and 
tomatoes,” Pizza adds.

For the past eight years, Washington 
Vegetable’s biggest expansion has been 
in organics. 

“Organic is about 30 to 35 percent 
of our business, and it’s growing every 
year,” Pizza says. “We sell to independent 
grocery stores that solely sell organic, and 
others that are devoting more space to 
organics on their shelves.”

Carcione’s Fresh Produce Company, 
Inc., located at South San Francisco’s 
Golden Gate Produce Terminal, imports 
fruits and vegetables year-round in addi-
tion to off ering locally sourced produce.

“Imports continue to grow,” remarks 
Peter Carcione, president. “We used to 
rely on Florida for citrus in the winter 
and would have to wait until spring for 
asparagus. Now, we get citrus from 
Australia and asparagus from Peru.” 
Th e company also imports produce from 
Mexico, Chile, Ecuador, Guatemala, and 
Costa Rica.

Its warehouses, ripening rooms, and 
trucks are ideally situated minutes from 
the San Francisco International Airport. 
Among items growing in demand are 
mangos, as well as ethnic vegetables that 
refl ect the diversity of the population.

Asia continues to be an important 
market for many California whole-
salers. Japan imports one-third of its fresh 
fruit, with the United States ranked as its 
second-largest supplier. Opportunities 
for U.S. fresh fruit exports to Japan are 
expected to increase due to falling 
Japanese production, according to the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA).

San Francisco-based Celsus Export, 
LLC, ships fruit from the United States 
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to Japan, by both sea and air. While the 
company sells directly to retail outlets 
in Japan, most of its trade is with 
Japanese importers. 

“Our largest item is citrus—oranges, 
grapefruit, lemons,” notes owner 

Nobuyuki Sugiura, who says fruit is 
sourced from Chile, Peru, Mexico, 
Australia, South Africa, and Egypt.

Japan places tariff s on agricultural 
products from the United States, 90 
percent of which will be phased out 

over time as a result of the U.S.-Japan 
Trade Agreement that was signed in 
2019 and took eff ect January 20, 2020. 
“Tariff s on oranges used to be 32 percent 
in winter and 16 percent in summer,” 
Sugiura explains.

Th e 2022 orange tariff  is 15.3 percent 
from December 1 to March 31; 5.3 
percent from April 1 to May 31; and 2.6 
percent from June 1 to November 30. 
It will go to zero in 2025. However, if 
seasonal volume exceeds an agreed-upon 
amount, there will be a 20 percent tariff . 
Currently, there is no tariff  on lemons, 
Sugiura says.

Celsus Export handles very little 
organic product, but Sugiura says 
the company packs its produce with-
out chemicals. “Postharvest we don’t 
use fungicides.”

With respect to market demand, 
Sugiura notes that “demand for 
high-quality produce is there, even 
though the cost for transportation 
has more than doubled.” Because the 
margin on some items is so limited, 
the company is selective, prioritizing 
higher-value product.
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“Demand 
for high-quality 

produce is there, 
even though 
the cost for 

transportation 
has more 

than doubled.”

Challenging Times
To be sure, the past few years have 

brought a slew of unprecedented chal-
lenges in addition to the high cost of 
transportation. Port congestion, labor 
shortages, and infl ation, not to mention 
the coronavirus, have all taken a toll.

Wholesalers with large foodservice 
contracts struggled and relied heavily on 
retail. “Our regular store business was 
fi ne,” says Carcione. “What hurt us was 
our restaurant delivery business.”

Like many others, Carcione was able 
to keep his staff  of 32 on the payroll with 
the help of the government’s Paycheck 

Protection Program. “Our top operating 
challenge was to get those restaurants 
back,” he recalls. Th ey did come back, but 
then many closed again.

Washington Vegetable Company 
has dodged the bullet when it comes to 
Covid and labor. Th e company has little 
employee turnover, Pizza says. Many of its 
18 employees have worked there between 
10 and 20 years.

But, he notes, “Predictability of 
customer needs was harder to forecast 
because of the restaurant side.” With the 
exception of mangos, which are not part 
of the company’s main off ering, very little 
product comes through the ports. Most is 
trucked in from California, Arizona, 
and Mexico. 

“A lack of truck drivers has aff ected 
us to a small degree,” Pizza says. “We’re 
ordering far enough ahead to make sure 
we have the things we can get from the 
farmers and brokers.”

At Celsus Export, business has 
remained about the same since food-
service decreases were off set by retail 
demand. “Lemons along with certain 
oranges targeted for foodservice were 
negatively aff ected by Covid, but product 
aimed at retailers increased quite a bit,” 
notes Sugiura.

Port congestion, however, was a head-
ache, causing irregular schedules. 

Last January, Sugiura remembers load-
ing product into containers and sending 
them to Oakland. Th en the port stopped 
accepting reefers, he says, which led to a 
scramble to fi nd electrical outlets to plug 

in the containers to avoid spoilage. 
“We couldn’t go back or forward.”

Th e USDA has since partnered with 
the Port of Oakland to set up a 25-acre 
‘pop-up’ site to increase capacity and 
improve service for shippers of U.S.-
grown agricultural commodities.

Labor shortages also aff ected straw-
berry supplies last year, according to 
Sugiura. “From May to December we 
ship strawberries mostly to confectionery 
companies—cake makers. Strawberries 
were the most impacted product as a 
result of the labor shortage in California. 
It’s a labor-intensive item because it is 
hand-picked and fragile.”

Terminal Market Notes
From large to small, California is home 

to a handful of terminal markets, each 
with its own distinctive charms.

Th e Big Kahuna
Just off  I-10 with proximity to sea, 

air, and rail transport sits the Los Angeles 
Wholesale Produce Market (LAWPM). 
A major hub in the Los Angeles food 
chain, LAWPM is among the largest 
wholesale produce markets in the country 
and touts itself as the second-largest pri-
vately owned market. Th e 30-acre facility 
is owned and operated by 25 companies.

“We have 30 wholesale distributors 
and another 20 to 30 smaller distributors 
in a separate area that are basically pur-
veyors,” says Richard Gardner, executive 
director of LAWPM. 
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“You fi ght 
for the 

best quality, 
and you fi ght 

for the 
best price.”

He notes that while business decreased 
slightly due to Covid, it has come back 
from 2021. “Most wholesale distributors 
are well capitalized and have been around 
a long time,” he explains. 

Th e greatest benefi t to a terminal 
market, Gardner notes, is that it’s a one-
stop shop. “Th e terminal market has 
distributors that carry many diff erent 
products, as opposed to an individual 
wholesaler that carries some products. 
You can shop many diff erent brands 
and products—you don’t have to deal 
with one source.”

Heaven on Seven
Th e LAWPM has been in its cur-

rent location since it moved in 1986 to 
expand and upgrade facilities. Th e original 
105-year-old market lives on as the 7th 
Street Produce Market, comprised 
of between 87 and 92 small distributors 
who operate Monday through Saturday, 
midnight to noon.

Tucked amid trendy restaurants, shops, 
and creative offi  ce space, the fi ve-acre 
property was purchased in 2014 by Atlas 
Capital Group, LLC, in partnership with 
Square Mile Capital Management, LLC, 
and USAA Real Estate Company, as part 
of a $357 million deal for 32 acres in the 
warehouse district.

Capitalizing on the property’s proxim-
ity to the Arts Districts, Atlas Capital has 
redeveloped the site into a mix of whole-
sale, retail, and the arts with pop-ups 
and special events throughout the year to 
make the market a “destination” for area 
residents and tourists alike.

During the past year, the 7th Street 
Market actually added vendors as some of 
the larger ones downsized in square foot-
age, explains Marline Camarena, property 
manager. Atlas Capital is intent on keep-
ing the market up and running. “We are 
in love with the history of the building,” 
she says.

SF is a BFF
To the north, the San Francisco Bay 

Area is home to three wholesale produce 
markets. Among them is the Oakland 
Wholesale Produce Market, one of the 
oldest working fruit and vegetable mar-
kets in the country. Located in the his-
toric waterfront’s Jack London District, 
redevelopment in the last two decades has 
seen the construction of more than 1,000 
housing units in the surrounding area.

Across the bay sits the 25-acre SF 
Market. Founded in 1963, it provides 
485,000 square feet of warehouse and 
logistics space in San Francisco’s Bayview 
Hunter’s Point neighborhood. Th e 
market became a 501(c)3 in 2013 and 
enjoys a 60-year ground lease from the 
city that runs until 2073.

Currently, 26 merchants call the 
market home. A number of companies 
specialize in ethnic products, particularly 
Mexican and Asian. Among the market’s 
initiatives is its Local Farmer Program, 
which brings small-scale regional 
farmers to the SF Market for network-
building tours with market wholesalers 
and distributors.

Th e SF Market has been in the midst 
of a $100 million reinvestment program 
for the past decade. Construction of a 
Gold LEED warehouse was completed in 
2015. Although Washington Vegetable 
Company’s Pizza says there haven’t been 
any signifi cant improvements since then, 
“there is a longer plan to upgrade 
the market.”

Indeed, the market’s 2019-22 Strategic 
Plan calls for the construction of a new 
building ready for tenant occupancy by 
the end of this year. It’s unclear whether 
the market will meet this timeline.

Golden Opportunities
About eight miles to the south of 

Th e SF Market is the Golden Gate 
Produce Terminal, which this year 
celebrates 60 years in its current South 
San Francisco location. Th e 742,000-
square-foot facility includes about 17 
produce merchants and employs about 
300 people.

Carcione believes having merchants in 
one location has advantages for buyers. 
“A good buyer can touch, smell, and taste 
before buying,” he explains. 

Th e company accepts online and 
phone orders and has fi ve trucks that 
deliver mainly to restaurants and small 
grocery stores. “It was necessary for us to 
move in that direction,” he says, “because 
the business has changed.”

In September 2021 the terminal prop-
erty was listed for sale. But Carcione, who 
is chairman of the Golden Gate terminal’s 
board, says shareholders only voted to 
research a sale. Any deal would require 
the building of a new, state-of-the-art 
produce terminal, and the board is look-
ing at possible designs. 

“Nothing is imminent,” Carcione says. 
“It may be fi ve years from now; it may 
be ten years from now—a lot has to be 
worked out.”

It’s About Trust
For sure, California is unique with 

its ideal location and bounty of fresh pro-
duce, enabling wholesalers to off er buyers 
a panoply of quality fruits and vegetables.

“Buyers have to be able to trust they’ll 
get the quality they want,” Carcione says. 
“You fi ght for the best quality, and you 
fi ght for the best price.”

Th at’s what it’s all about. 

Irene E. Lombardo is an award-winning 
writer/editor with more than 30 years of 
experience covering a variety of subjects, 
including the food and fi nancial services 
industries. 

 Im
ag

e:
 c

ob
al

t8
8/

Sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

.c
om

May/June 2022 | Produce Blueprints Supplement — 15   www.producebluebook.com

The Vital Link

Supp_CA_Art2_Vital Link   15Supp_CA_Art2_Vital Link   15 4/20/22   1:48 PM4/20/22   1:48 PM



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (Apple RGB)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /Symbol
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF's if you are not downloading low Res ads from AdSpring.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


