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S
atisfying the American con-
sumer’s appetite has never
been an easy task. But it has
become an even bigger chal-

lenge over the past decade, as the
population’s varied demands have
forced the U.S. to import a sub-
stantial portion of its food supply.
Nowhere has that demand declared
itself more loudly than in the 

fresh produce industry,
as Americans seek
healthier and more
nutritious food items.  

In 2009 for exam-
ple, total U.S. fresh
fruit and vegetable
exports totaled $5.4
billion; imports, on the

other hand, came in at more than
$10.3 billion.  According to the
U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA), these figures are projected
to rise annually, to $7.3 billion for
fresh fruit alone in 2012 and $10.2
billion in 2019, with fresh vegeta-
bles hitting $4.65 billion in 2012
and $6.1 billion in 2019.

The challanges and advantages of 
sourcing year round from Mexico

by Cristina Adams

Fulfilling Demand 
for All Seasons

Imported produce accounts
for about 25 percent of all
the fruits and vegetables
eaten by U.S. consumers
every year, and Mexico is
our numberone supplier.  



American Appetites:
No Bounds or Borders

There are many reasons the U.S. has
become a net importer, including lower
import tariffs, trade agreements such as
North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA), investment in foreign growers by
U.S. companies, and increased competition
from low-cost suppliers. But domestic
demand for a year-round supply seems to be
the lynchpin; not only do consumers want
choice and taste, but they want strawberries
in the spring and zucchini in the summer, as
well as tomatoes in December, and blueber-
ries in February.

There’s just one problem: more than 20
percent of U.S. growing fields are either
frozen or too cold for planting in the winter.
So enterprising suppliers and distributors
head south to Mexico, where hectares of fer-
tile fields lay ready to satiate the appetites of
their neighbors to the north.

A critical trading partner, Mexico is cur-
rently the third-largest supplier of overall
imports to the United States. In 2009 the
total value of these imports was about $176.5
billion, up 342 percent from a pre-NAFTA
1993 and comprising nearly 11.3 percent of
all U.S. imports. 

In agricultural goods, Mexico is the coun-
try’s second-largest supplier, having sent
$11.4 billion worth of agricultural goods to
the U.S. in 2009. Sitting atop the pack was
fresh produce: vegetables at $2.8 billion and
fruit (excluding bananas) at $1.9 billion. 

Imported produce accounts for about 25
percent of all the fruits and vegetables eaten
by U.S. consumers every year, and Mexico 
is our number-one supplier.  Apparently,
American appetites know no bounds—or
borders. Recent data from the USDA’s
Economic Research Service shows that in
July 2010 alone, the U.S. imported $154
million in fresh and frozen fruit from
Mexico, up from $110 million in July 2009.
As for vegetables, imports were up during the
same period to $167 million from $142 
million a year earlier.

Politics and Perishables

Relations between Mexican growers and
American consumers may be rosy, but the
countries’ governments can’t agree on a number
of trade issues, including the use of long-haul
trucks from Mexico on American highways.  

But even with the two governments at 
loggerheads, the produce business continues to
be brisk. That’s especially true in the winter,
when more than 1,000 trucks roll through the
border crossing at Nogales every day, delivering 
much-sought after fruits and vegetables to the
frozen north.  

As the largest port of entry for produce on
the U.S. Mexico border, Nogales is home to
dozens of the industry’s suppliers and distrib-
utors. While some also grow their own prod-
uct, most receive, pack, and ship to
customers around the United States and
Canada. With the import business booming,
many distributors have been expanding rela-
tionships with growers in Mexico to accom-
modate demand.  

Jaime Chamberlain of Nogales-based J-C
Distributing handles a range of produce from
Mexico and targets potential growers by
identifying geographical areas of interest,
Hermosillo or La Paz, for example, and the
particular commodities they can provide.  

Chamberlain looks for potential long-term
partners, having worked with some growers for
as long as 25 years. But more important is the
grower’s financial stability. J-C Distributing
partially finances some of its growers—with
seeds, boxes, or early liquidation—and operates
strictly on commission, not sharing in profits
or losses at the farm level. 

He also looks for steady technological
improvement. “What are their installations
like? What kind of infrastructure and facilities
do they have?” These days, Chamberlain, 
notes, “everyone has to work smarter, be more
effective, and more productive.”

Multisourcing and Filling Gaps 

Chris Ciruli, chief operating officer of
packer-distributor Ciruli Brothers in Nogales,
agrees. The company, which specializes in 

mangoes as well as other fruits and vegetables,
also looks for financial stability and longevity. 
Some of his growers receive advances, which,
depending upon how a crop does, is repaid at
the end of year. 

Ciruli’s growers change annually, depending
on the area and the variety. Some growers
become large enough to go out on their own,
while others might switch to an item the com-
pany doesn’t carry. Ciruli doesn’t necessarily dis-
tribute all of a grower’s products.  “If one of my
growers wanted to switch to broccoli, I’d have
to say that we’re not in the business of selling
broccoli. We don’t market every item,” Ciruli
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says, “You have to know what works and what’s
profitable for your company.”

What works for Melissa’s World, a Los
Angeles-based specialty fruit and vegetable dis-
tributor, is multisourcing. According to Robert

Schueller, the company’s director of public rela-
tions, their growers must be able to offer a con-
sistent product throughout a particular season.
That’s why the company diversifies by working
with growers in various regions across Mexico.

“It’s hard to replace a grower unless there’s
inconsistency, a breakdown in logistics, or food
safety issues,” Schueller says. “But sometimes
Mother Nature dictates a better hand in
another part of the country. So we multisource
to find the best product.”

Sometimes multisourcing isn’t enough.
Between hurricanes, droughts, excessive heat,
and disease, a company can wind up with too
little volume.  Weather is the biggest factor in
determining the success of a season’s crops.
“If you guarantee product, you’ll have to
come up with it,” says Chamberlain. “This is
a very special industry; you’re not making
hammers and screwdrivers…fruits and 
vegetables are at the whim of climate more
than anything.”

To offset the possibility of unexpected
events, natural or otherwise, planning for
contingencies is key.  In addition to growers
in multiple areas, scheduling calendars are set
well in advance of delivery dates.  For exam-
ple, the peak of hurricane season for Mexico
is usually in August and September, so 
growers and wholesalers plan accordingly.
“Spreadsheets give you one result, and at
times Mother Nature provides another,” says
Danny Mandel, chairman of SunFed in Rio
Rico, Arizona. “This is the area of our busi-
ness that turns young men into old men.”

David Kennedy, sales manager of Castro
Produce in Nogales, tries to outmaneuver the
weather by growing product in greenhouses
and shade houses near Culiacán in Sonora.  For
the past three years, the company has been in
control of its own destiny—growing, selling,
and shipping its one product, Roma tomatoes.
“Too much product, you have no market,” says
Kennedy, “not enough product, you have a
much better market. Anything can happen,
and it’s all predicated on the weather.”  

Castro Produce’s state-of-the-art greenhouse
complex’s entire roof can be opened or closed
in less than three minutes, protecting the
acreage from storms or letting in natural sun-
light.  When the facility is finished, the com-
pany will no longer offer any open-field
product, only items grown exclusively indoors.

Packing and Branding

Filling the boxes to be shipped to cus-
tomers is nearly as important as filling the
volume gaps.  Quality control starts at pack-
ing and continues into the cold chain to
maintain and extend shelf life.  Since con-
sumers want fresh produce that looks, feels,
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Produce industry insiders know the value of third-party certifications. 
Even though fruit and vegetables imported from Mexico are subject to
more stringent standards than domestic produce, distributors and 

consumers often look for product that has been vetted by an internationally
accredited third party. 

Among the many go-to experts in the field are Santa Maria, CA-based
Primus Labs, Silliker Group Corporation in Chicago, and Baltimore’s EHA
Consulting Group, Inc. These three companies have been around for 
several decades and provide a broad range of services for the produce
industry, including:

• testing for pesticide residue and microbiological organisms
• identification of potential risks in food safety programs
• operational audits for Good Agricultural Practices (GAP)
• shelf life and challenge studies
• consulting on quality assurance programs crisis management 

for product recalls
• interfacing with regulatory officials at the local, state, and federal levels
• development of food traceability programs. 

Seal of Approval
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and smells good—packing and packaging
can make all the difference.  

“Packing is everything, because we’re
guaranteeing quality,” says Ciruli. It used to
be distributors packed the produce in a box,
sent it to the store, and that was it.  Now
retailers dictate how they want it, and, as
Ciruli says, “You meet the demand, or they’ll
find someone who will.” 

Kennedy agrees, noting the greatest
advantage is in knowing exactly what you
have. The company’s tomatoes are closely
graded and sorted by size, color, and quality.
All it takes to bring on inspections and prob-
lems is one bad tomato in a box.  “When you
do it yourself, you have better control.”

In much the same way as packing, brand-
ing can also figure large in a company’s repu-
tation for top product. Ciruli Brothers, for
example, is known for the Champagne
Mango, trademarked years ago. “We make
our living off branded items,” says Ciruli.  

The same is true of Castro Produce and
its Pony Romas, Melissa’s variety of exotic
fruits and vegetables like pumpkin persim-
mons and specialty chiles, and SunFed’s
trademarked Perfect Produce.  “Branding is
the critical focal point that captures your

story, the logic behind your story, and your
promise to the customer,” says SunFed’s
Danny Mandel. 

Rules, Regulations, 
and Safety

Knowing how to navigate import regula-
tions is as critical as product presentation.
There are licenses to be obtained, customs
brokers to be hired, and any of 50 govern-
ment agencies may be on hand to inspect
every load coming into the U.S. from
Mexico.  According to Allison Moore of the
Nogales-based Fresh Produce Association of
the America (FPAA), this includes every-
thing from the FDA and U.S. Customs and
Border Protection to U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, the USDA, and even the
Department of Homeland Security. 

It may sound overwhelming, but it’s not
nearly as fraught with legal potholes and
complications as people may think. It’s a
matter of being familiar with international
trade, which can only come through hands-
on experience.  Just because you know how
to import through Nogales doesn’t mean
you know how to handle things in McAllen,

Texas.  “Foreign importers are quick to
adapt to changes in the rules because we rec-
ognize that our number-one buyer is the
U.S.,” says Chamberlain. “Our ability to
bob and weave and move with the industry
is one of our great advantages.”

Imported produce, in general, is more
regulated by the government and much
more heavily scrutinized by the average con-
sumer. Distributors find that an increasing
number of their customers—from restau-
rants to the foodservice industry—are send-
ing representatives down to growers’ fields
to inspect product firsthand.  

Some believe produce coming out of
Mexico is safer than ever.  “Everybody has
the wrong idea on produce coming from
Mexico,” says Kennedy. “It’s the most 
microscopically checked product coming
from anywhere. What you’re getting from
Mexico is the cleanest there is.”

Sustainable Growth?

With produce imports from Mexico
booming, the only question that remains is
how long can this growth continue? At
Castro Produce, volume out of Mexico has
increased every year for the past three years,
while Ciruli Brothers’ mango imports have
grown fourfold since the company began
importing in the 1970s.  According to
Ciruli, a mere 30 percent of the U.S. mango
market has been tapped so far.  

Chamberlain says J-C Distributing has
also seen a jump in demand for its toma-
toes, and Melissa’s has seen “huge increases”
in orders for product from Mexico.  And the
demand isn’t just for conventional fruits and
vegetables. People want chiles, cilantro,
chayote squash, papaya, Asian vegetables,
and more exotic fare. The U.S. population,
now more diverse than ever, has taken to
many so-called Hispanic commodities, and
what were once trends have become the
norm. Therein lies one of the great advan-
tages of sourcing product from Mexico and
continued opportunity for growth.  It’s clear
that as appetites for fruit and vegetables
continue to evolve and grow, so will the
need to source product from Mexico.
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and editor with more than 17 years of experi-
ence. She writes for a number of business pub-
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