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Crema

W
hen it comes to the working world, there is
little doubt women are flexing their muscles.
More women than ever before are working
outside the home, and statistics say they will
soon outnumber their male counterparts.

Latinas figure prominently among these working women, and by
2013, one of every ten women-owned businesses in the United
States was owned by a Latina. 

BREAKING THE GLASS CEILING

A strong work ethic and drive to succeed is nothing new to
women in general, or Latinas in particular.  Hispanic women
have ignored barriers and broken glass ceilings since before Ileana
Ros-Lehtinen became the first Hispanic woman in Congress in
1989, Sonia Sotomayor was appointed to the U.S. Supreme
Court in 2009, or Susana Martinez became governor of New
Mexico in 2010.   

Latinas make their mark on the greater food industry

BY CRISTINA ADAMS

Lori Ruiz-Nisimblat Cristina López Sylvia Meléndez Klinger

Georgina FelixDesirée MoralesKristine Concepción
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Women, Latinas and non-Latinas alike,
are entering the work force at an unprece-
dented rate. They’re embracing higher
education—from college to graduate
school—more enthusiastically and more
frequently than men, they control half the
wealth in the United States, and their
entrepreneurial inclinations have increas-
ingly dominated the business landscape. 

AN EVOLVING INDUSTRY
Like most of corporate America, the

fresh produce and foodservice industries
have long been dominated by men.
Although a few pioneering women made
their mark early, the landscape has been
slow to change, but many women—eager
to innovate and achieve—have continued
to join the ranks. 

Organizations, associations, and leader-
ship groups that bring women together
and foster support have also sprung up;
both United Fresh Produce Association
and Produce Marketing Association have
popular women’s events, while Latinas are
also actively courted by the National
Hispanic Leadership Institute and Mujeres
Latinas en Acción.  

All  in al l ,  i t’s  a good time to be a
woman in corporate America, and Latinas
in particular are making an impact within
the fresh fruit and vegetable supply chain.
Here’s a look at a few Latinas who are
helping change the face of the produce
industry.

SIX PERSPECTIVES
Cristina López, 
Alamo Produce LLC

As general manager of Los Angeles,
CA-based Alamo Produce LLC, Cristina
López oversees imports, sales, logistics,
marketing, inventory, accounts payable
and receivable—pretty much anything, as
she puts it, that the company needs to
grow. 

A Mexico native and public accountant
by training, López and her family moved
to the United States six years ago.  Not

long afterwards, a friend and former col-
league reached out, wanting to start a new
business to distribute produce.  He gave
her $5,000 and told her to create the com-
pany and to let him know when he could
send his first load of Persian limes.

“I had no experience in this industry,
even though I had been involved in sales

in Mexico,” López recalls. “I had to ask
how to do everything and where every-
thing was, even where the produce market
was.”  Fortunately, she was able to consult
with a cousin who had sold limes, and in
2012 Alamo began operating at the Los
Angeles wholesale market. 

The company now sells three to four
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loads of Persian limes per week all year
long, and has expanded its offerings to
include bell peppers, avocados, Serrano
chiles, and tomatoes. López’s goal is for
Alamo Produce to become a major
importer and distributor of Mexican fruit
and vegetables. “I’m proud of being able to
bring in what we grow and create jobs in
both countries,” she says.

Her biggest challenge has never been
about being a Latina, which she sees as a
distinct advantage.  Rather, having been
raised in the family-centric Latin culture,
the challenge has become how to manage a
work-life balance (for more information
on this subject, see our feature article,
“Life’s  A Beach,” in the main issue).
Thanks to technology, López and her hus-
band, the company’s sales manager, can
work from virtually anywhere as long as
there’s cell phone service and an Internet
connection. “The hardest thing is having
the discipline to separate time for family
and time for work.”

Georgina Felix 
Fresh Produce Association of the Americas

Georgina Felix is a Mexico native who

grew up in Guanajuato.  Her passion for
produce comes from watching her father,
an agronomist, work in the field.  In addi-
tion, her mother was ahead of her time—
she actively encouraged her daughters to
be independent.

“My mom is a great role model because
she has her own business,” Felix says. “She
always told us that whatever we wanted to
do, we could do it, and that girls had
exactly the same chances and opportuni-
ties as boys.”

Georgina went on to study industrial
engineering and, after graduating, took a
job at the Ministry of Agriculture in
Mexico City.  She eventually moved to
Nogales, AZ with her husband and went
to work for the Fresh Produce Association
of the Americas (FPAA) in 2006.  

As director of foreign affairs, Felix spe-
cializes in maintaining relations with the
Mexican government, customs and regula-
tory agencies ,  and even her former
employer, the Ministry of Agriculture—
basically any organization or agency with
an impact on the movement of Mexican
produce to and through the United States.  

She also works closely with grower 

associations in Mexico, discussing trends
and keeping them apprised of changes
within the U.S. industry.  “My main goal is
to ensure the flow of produce never stops,”
she explains. “If there are new regulations or
some kind of issue, we work to come up
with solutions that make it as easy as possi-
ble for our members to import, promote,
sell, and distribute their product.”

And while professional women popu-
late the FPAA’s ranks, Felix admits she
would like to see more women working in
the industry.  She points to one of her
mentors, Ana Celaya, who started out in
produce as a young sales director and went
on to successful roles at Ciruli Brothers,
LLC and Malena Produce, Inc. 

“She’s one of the female pioneers in the
produce industry,” Felix says. “She has
amazing stories to tell about what she
went through to achieve her professional
goals, and what it was like to be a woman
and a Latina in this industry decades ago.”

Sylvia Meléndez Klinger 
Hispanic Food Communications, Inc.

A registered dietitian, Sylvia Meléndez
Klinger has been working in nutrition for
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more than 30 years.  For the past 14 years,
the native Puerto Rican has run her own
company as a nutritional and culinary
consultant to the food industry, as well as
the government, educational institutions,
and the medical industry.  

Her goal is to educate everyone about
how to make better, healthier decisions at
the supermarket and in the kitchen, but
her particular focus is on Latinas.  To this
end, Meléndez Klinger advocates relent-
lessly for Latinas to get more involved with
food and nutrition, both professionally
and personally, since only 1 percent of
Latinas in the United States are dietitians
and nutritionists.  

She also chairs a group, Latinas and
Hispanics in Dietetics and Nutrition (part
of the Academy of Nutrit ion and
Dietetics), and actively mentors Latinas
looking to advance in the profession.

In her experience, the biggest obstacle
Latinas face in the industry is their own
lack of self-confidence.  Recalling her first
big corporate job at  Quaker Oats,
Meléndez Klinger says it took awhile for
her colleagues to take her seriously.  “It
wasn’t because I didn’t have the knowledge

or the experience, it was because I’m only
five-feet tall, I’m a Latina con curvas, and I
have an accent,” she laughs. “I really had
to pick my battles.”

Kristine Concepción
National Mango Board

As the popularity of mangos has soared in
the United States, the National Mango Board
has played an increasingly active role in the
industry.  Kristine Concepción was wrapping
up an internship with the City of Orlando
when a client suggested she apply for a newly-
created position at the National Mango
Board.  It was, as it turned out, a perfect fit.

As the director of industry relations,
Concepción guides communication initia-
tives, supports members, and promotes the
organization’s range of programs.  Although
she is doing well and enjoys her job, she has
encountered a few challenges along the way,
both as a woman and a Latina.  

Surprisingly, she has found some people
believe all Latinas are bold, expressive extro-
verts—and she’s an introvert.  At times she
feels she’s had to overcome misperceptions
“because I’m not as vocal compared to certain
stereotypes.”   

Concepción believes women and Latinas
can bring much to the produce industry—
from new perspectives and ideas to engaging
with younger generations—even as they
come up against ongoing gender barriers.  

“The biggest challenges are the limitations
and preconceived notions of what society
defines as gender roles and professional roles,”
she asserts. “Many women in the industry are
leaders in marketing, communications, and
relationship-building, but few are in business
and organizational leadership roles.”  This lack
of coverage, however, is slowly changing, and
she is excited to see it occur in produce and
elsewhere. 

Lori Ruiz-Nisimblat
Ruiz Sales

Lori Ruiz-Nisimblat started working at
the family business when she was sixteen.
Her first tasks?  Cleaning, sweeping, organ-
izing files, and paperwork.  Throughout col-
lege and graduate school, she took on more
responsibility, from sales to business devel-
opment and expanding the company’s reach
with large supermarket chains.  Eventually,
she became director of operations and co-
owner of the Edinburg, TX-based business. 
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When she’s not negotiating with 
growers and shippers or researching market
prices, Ruiz-Nisimblat is a passionate 
advocate for traceability programs and edu-
cating the public about the benefits of 
eating fresh produce. 

“As a mom, I want to know as much as
possible about the food I’m serving my fam-
ily,” she says. “Many friends and customers
want the same thing.  Education on the ben-
efits of fresh fruit and vegetables is the best
way to not only increase sales, but also to
make America healthier.”

Ruiz-Nisimblat credits her father, Richard
Ruiz, and grandfather, Robert Ruiz, Sr., as
personal mentors and successful Hispanics
who set examples she wanted to follow.  “My
grandfather was a pioneer in the industry and
opened many business opportunities for
Mexican people,” she says, adding, “as a result,
one of my own personal passions is showing
the world that we, as Hispanics, have much to
offer through hard work and ability.”

While following her father’s advice that she
could “sell produce in a man’s world,” Ruiz-
Nisimblat decided to add some of her own
knowledge and experience to the sales process,
including an emphasis on attention to detail

and impeccable customer service. “If a cus-
tomer has a great experience and recognizes
we’re committed to them, they’re likely to
show loyalty and return to purchase our prod-
uct,” she reflects. “Eventually, that grows into
brand recognition.”

Desirée Morales
W.P. Produce Corporation

Desirée Morales knew she wanted to go
into the family business when she was only
thirteen and her father, who founded the
Miami-based company in 1984, took her on
her first business trip to the Dominican
Republic.  “We were looking for papaya, and
it was the first time I was out of my comfort
zone,” Morales remembers. “But I really fit
right in with the culture, the food, the suppli-
ers—it all felt normal to me.”

After that trip, Morales would beg to go on
every business trip.  And while she had to go
to school, she did accompany her father more
frequently.  Eventually, after graduating from
college and earning a master’s in international
business in 2005, she joined the family com-
pany as a full-time employee.

W.P. Produce imports tropical and spe-
cialty produce from the Caribbean and
Central America, with an occasional container
from China.  Morales is the company’s vice
president, charged with overseeing every
department and working with suppliers.  She
is also a mother, who constantly juggles the
demands of a high-profile job with the
demands of family.  “It’s amazing to be a
woman and a mother in a leadership role in
this business,” Morales says. “The biggest
problem for me is disconnecting from the job;
I’m always thinking about what to do next,
how can we sell more of that? How can we
improve this relationship or improve our
packaging?  It’s a challenge.”

As for Latinas looking to get into the pro-
duce business, this Cuban-American advises
them to hurry up.  “Latinos are a fast-growing
segment, and we need more Latinas in the
industry to cater to this segment,” she says.
“We have inside knowledge of the market and
we know the culture.  This industry offers a
promising future for Latinas who want to
work in it.”
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Cristina Adams is a writer and editor with
more than twenty years of experience. She
writes for a number of business publications
and websites.
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