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Over the summer, Class 11 of FFVA’s Emerging Leader Development 

Program toured several farm operations in California to learn about 

production practices and processing for a variety of crops in Salinas 

Valley, including artichokes, artisan lettuce, cabbage, celery, strawberries, 

tomatoes, and more.

Class members heard from producers on how they grow, harvest, process, and 

ship specialty crops. They learned about the challenges facing the industry on 

the West Coast, including the ongoing drought, the impact of water restrictions 

on agricultural production, and the hurdles to accessing a reliable, legal 

agricultural workforce through the H-2A program.

In their final production trip of the year, the class had the opportunity to 

witness autonomous tractors in the field, learn about the sustainability efforts 

of production facilities across the region and listen in as emerging companies 

pitched their innovations at the Western Growers Center for Innovation & 

Technology.

Pictured above is Class 11 at Tanimura & Antle’s headquarters in Spreckels, Calif.

https://www.floridaspecialtycropfoundation.org/leadership/
https://www.corteva.us
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For many of us, our only encounter 
with an artichoke has been Publix’s 
pre-packaged spinach and artichoke 

dip at a football tailgate. However, a trip 
to Ocean Mist Farms in California would 
probably change your mind.  

In its 98th year and headquartered in 
Castroville, Calif., Ocean Mist Farms is the 
largest grower of fresh artichokes in the 
United States. While artichokes are the 
main commodity, Ocean Mist Farms also 
produces Brussels sprouts and celery, with 
around 25,000 crop acres in production. 
The artichoke plant comes from the thistle 
family (a flower) and can be harvested 7-12 
times, producing 60-70 artichokes (the 
bud of the artichoke plant)—around 75 
pounds per plant.  

Artichokes are not every person’s 
“go-to” vegetable. Therefore, Ocean Mist 
Farms focuses on producing high-quality 
artichokes so that each eating experience 

is a positive one. Since Ocean Mist Farms’ 
artichokes, on average, corner 80-85% of 
the fresh artichoke market annually, they 
focus on marketing a commodity, rather 
than a brand.

They do this by having two plant 
breeders on staff solely focused on de-
veloping meaty and flavorful artichokes 
that grocers want to carry, and customers 
want to purchase. One example is Ocean 
Mist Farms’ Globe variety that has a more 
rounded petal shape that is less prickly.

Holding such a large portion of the 
market also allows Ocean Mist Farms to 
utilize specialized marketing strategies, 
regardless of challenges in produc-
tion. Last year, a large portion of their 
artichoke production area suffered a 
severe frost, leaving Ocean Mist Farms 
with thousands of acres of “burnt” 
artichokes. This resulted in the market-

ing of Frost Kissed® Artichokes, available 
for only a limited time, and having a more 
intense flavor than “Frost-Free” artichokes.  
Frost Kissed® Artichokes flew off the 
shelves—something we all could only 

dream of after a tough winter.   
Along with their continuous research 

and specialized marketing, Ocean Mist 
Farms also focuses on consumer educa-
tion. Their informational website,  
www.oceanmist.com, is incredibly infor-
mative from the anatomy of an artichoke 
to recipes consumers can try at home. If 
you want to get out of the pre-packaged 
dip rut and want to check out the versa-
tility of an artichoke, Ocean Mist Farms is 
the place to start!

Can artichokes be at your next BBQ?

By Dan Kimble
Harplyn Irrigation

http://www.oceanmist.com
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Earlier in the year, ELDP Class 11 
had the chance to tour a Driscoll’s 
strawberry field in central Florida. 

Fast forward several months and once 
again we had the wonderful opportu-
nity to visit Driscoll’s, this time several 
thousand miles away in California. 
During this stop, the class was able to 
see the distribution process and the 
cooler facility located in Watsonville. 

Kristal Lara, manager of distribution, 
showed the class around the facility. The 

first stop was the quality assurance 
inspection process. The berries 
were handpicked and packaged 
in the field, stacked on a pallet, 
and then delivered by truck to the 
distribution center. 

Once the berries have arrived, 
random samples are pulled from the 
pallets to test for things such as sugar 
content and size. When the quality 
assurance process is through, the berries 
head into the cooler. Here, the berries are 
cooled down to enable the most ideal 
condition for shipping. The berries will 
stay in the cooler until it is time for them 
to be selected to fill any new orders. 

Attached to the cooler is a shipping 
office which handles all aspects of 
fulfilling the orders and making sure 

everything is handled correctly. The 
shipping office is the main brain behind 
the entire process. Inside the office, 
controllers can see which berries are 
in inventory, communicate with truck 
drivers, load the trailers, and send the 
berries smoothly down the road. 

The high efficiency and technology 
are crucial components in saving time 
and money. It was quite the adventure 
to experience this important part of the 
journey that fresh berries go through on 
their way from the field to the store.

Driscoll’s shows  
Watsonville operations

By David Wheeler Jr.
Wheeler Farms, Inc.
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Over the summer, ELDP Class 11 had 
the privilege of touring the Salinas 
Valley region of California. There 

were a variety of stops ranging from fields 
of artichokes to vegetable processing 
facilities. During this time, we were able 
to tour one of Dobler & Sons vegetable 
operations in Watsonville. As fourth-gen-
eration farmers, the Dobler family op-
erates on roughly 13,000 acres of land, 
growing romaine lettuce, spinach, baby 

leaf, broccoli, and strawberries. According 
to Brian Dobler, the majority of their crops 
are grown in rotations which allow for 
proper production of their berry crops. 
They explained that best management 
practices were a priority to this operation, 
and that is what allows Dobler & Sons to 
produce and deliver some of the freshest 
and highest quality vegetables across the 
United States.

While touring Dobler & Sons, Class 
11 also had the pleasure of meeting 
the team from Bear Flag Robotics. Bear 
Flag Robotics is committed to helping 
farmers achieve success through artificial 
intelligence (AI). By retrofitting existing 
tractors with this technology, farmers are 
able to control their equipment through 

autonomous driving. “Our objective is not 
to replace farmworkers, but to free them 
from day-to-day tasks, allowing them to 
focus on other important duties around 
the farm.” 

The Dobler family has been able to see 
first-hand the benefits of the technology 
Bear Flag Robotics has to offer. Not only 
does AI technology reduce the need for an 
equipment operator, but it also increases 
the efficiency of the tractor and imple-
ment.  Bear Flag Robotics’ goal is to allow 
farmers to truly grow more, with less. 

We were very grateful for the opportu-
nity to learn about Dobler & Sons’ farm-
ing operation and the time they spent 
educating us on some of the techniques 
used in this region of the country.

Bear Flag shows off tech at Dobler & Sons

By Chacen Taylor
Lipman Family Farms
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Vincent John Gizdich immigrated 
to the U.S. in 1916 from Croatia 
with his eyes set on moving 

west. He purchased the original ranch in 
1937 and started his family’s operation 
on 10 acres in Watsonville, Calif., five of 
which were dedicated to growing ap-
ples. For a time, the Gizdich family was 
in the right place, at the right time. The 
region produced apples on more than 
17,000 acres in its prime and the Gizdich 
family was right in the thick of it. As the 
economics of growing apples in the 
region shifted, so did Gizdich Ranch. 

Absolute entrepreneurs at 
heart, Vince Jr. and his wife Nita 
moved into the now 134-year-
old home and transitioned their 
family’s farm into a “PIK-YOR-SELF” 
operation in 1965. On 30 acres 
of land nestled in the Watsonville 
hills, they dedicated 10 acres to 
apples and another 20 acres to 
growing Olallieberries, which is a 
cross between a ‘Black Logan’ and the 
youngberry. 

Since then, the Gizdich Ranch has 
grown to become one of the premier 
agritourism stops along the road for 
many families traveling along the 
California coast. Nita became the first 
woman to be named farmer of the year 
in 1987 by the Santa Cruz County Farm 
Bureau. She and her crew also produce 
many varieties of specialty pies and 

desserts during 
the year and serve more than 8,000 pies 
on Thanksgiving alone. The Ranch is so 
popular that they have even hosted the 
“Govenah,” Arnold Schwarzenegger, on 
multiple occasions. A must-stop if you 
are ever in town!

Olallieberries, apples and 
history in Watsonville

By Miles Armstrong
TradeMark Nitrogen



6  |  Emerging Times  •  September 2022

Growing up in the Sunshine 
State, my dream has always 
been to experience the West 

Coast. Throughout my time being in 
this class, it has truly opened my eyes to 
the differences in farming in the state 
of Florida. California was no exception 
to this. While farmers in California have 
optimal growing conditions, they face 
the same issues we have, if not more, 
such as lack of water. 

Earlier on in the year, we had the 
opportunity to tour the Wish Farms 
processing facility in Plant City. While 
on our California tour, we were able 
to meet with Darwin Reich, in charge 
of Misty Ranch, which was founded 
in 2011, and is also the director of 
California operations. They have stra-
tegically picked each ranch location 
where the optimal climate allows 
them to farm berries 12 months out 
of the year. The commodities that are 
grown here are conventional straw-
berries, blackberries, raspberries and 
pineberries. They even grow organic 
strawberries. 

While in Florida, it seems sometimes 
we get more water than what we need, 

California is the exact opposite. Darwin 
expressed to our group they receive 
about 14-15 inches of rain a year. Labor 
is also an issue that is creating more 
hardship on growers. Due to state laws, 
employees are only allowed to work 
40 hours per week. Anything over 40 
requires overtime pay. This is starting 
to create financial stress for those who 
are used to working or paying their 
employees for a 60- to 70-hour week. 
The idea now is to try to get done the 
most that you can during that week.

What I enjoyed most of our time at 
Wish Farms was to be able to see the 
differences in issues that growers like 
Darwin face and hear how they stay 
encouraged for the future.

Wish Farms offers eye-opening experience

By Carisa Keller
Alico Inc.
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While in the salad bowl of the U.S. 
(Salinas Valley, Calif.), we had the 
privilege of touring the Duda 

Farm Fresh Foods celery breeding labs with 
Julia Harshman, Ph.D. Duda’s Salinas loca-
tion boasts the largest celery germ plasm/
breeding program in the world. The Duda 
family, now in its fifth generation of farmers, 
is a staple of American agriculture, starting in 
Florida when Andrew Duda emigrated from 
Slovakia in 1909, and over the last century as 
they expanded into California, the Carolinas, and Michigan to 
grow celery among other veggies. That said, it is celery which 
has made them world renowned.

Each year, Duda develops over 1,200 celery lines, and to date, 
has nearly 60 proprietary varieties and 36 patents to boast in the 
celery world alone. Multiply this out over150 years of research, 
and you can imagine the storehouse of seed and stock they have 
compiled over time (and it is a big one). Because of their research 
and efforts, Duda can supply celery year-round with consistent 
flavor profile, texture, appearance and nutritional value. Julia 
explained that all their efforts though are driven by flavor and 

texture, because no one wants celery that’s too soft or stringy.
Three greenhouses field all research studies that go into 

growing almost 40,000 acres of Duda celery every year, that 
yield nearly 125 million pounds of crunchy, juicy celery. Nearly 
60% of it goes into 4-inch or 8-inch cuts you find in Dandy bags 
at the grocery store, while the rest you might find paired with 
your favorite chicken wings at a restaurant or dressing up a 
cocktail on a cruise ship!

So next time you snap into a piece of celery or run across a red/
pink or even straw-like variety, think of, and thank, Duda Farm 
Fresh Foods, as it more than likely came from the family whose 
been forward thinking (about celery) since way back when.

Duda – forward thinking  
since way back when

By Charlie Hurst
PGIM Real Estate
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Martin Ramirez, with Automated 
Harvesting Inc., demonstrat-
ed an automated cabbage 

harvester in Salinas, Calif., and highlight-
ed the unique challenges of adopting 
automation in a specialty crop. 

The automated cabbage harvester 
was an impressive piece of machinery, 
consisting of belts, rollers, augers and 
fingers, that pulls the cabbage head out 
of the ground, cuts the root, halves the 
cabbage head, removes the tough core 
in the center of the head, sends the cored 
cabbage to a table for quality check, and 
then finally conveyors the cabbage to an 
adjacent truck with harvesting bins.

The automated harvester FFVA ELDP 
Class 11 viewed in the field harvests 
cabbage destined for processing. Taylor 

Farms still harvests all the fresh market 
cabbage by hand to help preserve qual-
ity. The slightly more aggressive nature 
of the automated harvester during the 
picking, cutting and coring processes 
makes the machine more suited to har-
vest processing cabbage.

Furthermore, the automated harvester 
requires the cabbage to be planted on 
three rows per bed top, versus the tradi-
tional four rows. The reduction in plant 
population due to the increased row 
width on each bed is another weakness 
of the harvester.

However, the disadvantages of the 

automated harvester are more than com-
pensated for by the reduction in labor and 
efficiency of harvest. One automated har-
vester with a crew of three quality control 
workers, plus one driver, can harvest about 
twice as much product per man hour com-
pared to a traditional harvest crew of 15-20. 
The reduced labor requirements, and what 
amounts to essentially a 50% reduction in 
harvesting cost, has proven the value of 
automated harvesting technology to Taylor 
Farms. Automated Harvesting is using the 
success of the automated cabbage harvest-
er to expand into other crops, including 
celery, romaine, and iceberg.

Taylor Farms finds value  
in automated harvesting

By Chris Meyer
Corteva Agriscience
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The DiMare Fresh company began 
in 1928 with three brothers selling 
tomatoes from a pushcart on 

the Boston street corners. Fast forward 
94 years, Jeff Dolan continues what his 
grandfather started as the field opera-
tions manager of DiMare Fresh in Gilroy, 
Calif. From their beginnings in Boston, 
DiMare now boasts operations in Florida 
and California.  

During the ELDP Class 11 California 
tour, Dolan explained the challenges of 
the American tomato industry, the dif-
ferences between Florida and California 
production, and the limitations caused 
by water shortages in California.  

Not a stranger to Florida, many of us 
have seen the acres of staked DiMare 

tomatoes on plastic in various Florida lo-
cations. This sight is quite different when 
viewing a DiMare field in California—no 
stakes, no plastic. While this may seem 
foreign to a Floridian, Dolan explained 
that because of the lack of rainfall, 
stakes and plastic are not necessary in 
many of the California growing areas 
and do not provide added benefit to 
production. Another benefit of the lack 
of rainfall is less pests and disease spread 
when compared to Florida, resulting in 
cost savings for spraying and fumigation.    

The 85- to110-day transplant to harvest 
in California relies on daily drip irrigation.. 
When asked whether DiMare planned 
to expand its farming operations, Dolan 
explained the current cost challenges of 
purchasing land in California and then 
the problems of finding “good” water 
after that land is purchased. Due to water 
shortages and saltwater intrusion, there 
are times when a property is purchased 
and only half of it can be farmed.  

Ultimately, regardless of the water 

challenges and land costs in California, 
California tomatoes can be produced be-
tween $4-$5 less per box than in Florida 
because of the cost savings of plastic, 
staking, tying, fumigation, spraying, and 
labor. When adding in the additional 
transportation costs from California to 
the Northeast market, California toma-
toes come in around $2-$3 cheaper.

Lack of rainfall profitable for 
California tomato production

By Dan Kimble
Harplyn Irrigation
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Innovation continues as an import-
ant backbone of western farming. 
This was evident during ELDP 

Class 11’s stop at The Western Growers 
Center for Innovation & Technology 
(WGCIT). The Center is housed inside 
Taylor Farms’ headquarters in Salinas, 
Calif., an impressive facility with a vibe 
of startup-meets-high-tech campus. A 
space carefully crafted so that inno-
vators collaborate with end-users and 
meet investors. For over five years, 
WGCIT has helped companies bring 
innovations to agriculture. Many of 

these start in California, but products 
and solutions created here can even-
tually find their way throughout the 
world. Salinas is an ideal location to 
connect agriculture to the technologi-
cal innovations and resources available 
in California’s Silicon Valley.

WGCIT focuses on solving California’s 
main agricultural challenges, including 
water scarcity, water quality, inade-
quate labor supply and crop protection. 
During our visit, we had the opportunity 
to learn from different companies on 
how they are addressing these challeng-
es in different ways. 
n iFoodDS is providing flexible food 

safety software applications. They de-
velop paperless, easy-to-use solutions 
for food safety data entry, reporting, 
and analysis for growers, harvesters, 
packers, shippers, and processors. 

n Verdant Robotics was founded to 
provide the best autonomous farming 
services in the world. Their unique tech-
nology transforms grower profits by 
digitally mapping the entire farm across 
time and space, automatically tracking 
and treating every part of every plant. 
n Carbon Robotics™, a startup 

founded in 2018, builds innovative 
agricultural tools that empower farm-
ers to operate more efficiently. Carbon 
Robotics’ revolutionary, precision laser 
weeding leverages sophisticated artifi-
cial intelligence technology to improve 
crop quality, provide safer working 
conditions for farmers, reduce overall 
costs associated with modern farming, 
and create sustainable paths to regener-
ative and organic farming. The company 
launched its first product, the autono-
mous LaserWeeder, in April 2021.

Innovation at forefront  
for western farmers

By Leo Camelo
HM Clause
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The Salinas Valley in California 
is home to some of the largest 
farmers and packers in America, 

and Taylor Farms is rubbing elbows with 
all of them. Taylor Farms is known for 
bag salads, but that barely scratches the 
surface of what they offer. The company 
divides its operations into three divisions: 
retail, deli, and food service. ELDP Class 11 
had the opportunity to visit its Gonzales 
retail facility during the California produc-
tion trip. 

Produce for each division goes through 
one of Taylor Farms’ 22 facilities in North 

America, which employ over 20,000 
people. The Gonzales plant is one of 
the company’s six retail division plants, 
meaning the produce packaged goes 
to their club and country-wide retail 
accounts: Walmart, Kroger, Target, Costco 
and more. The Gonzales facility specifi-
cally handles the top 15 retailers in the 
country. They will package product into 

their own Taylor Farms label along with 
any customer-specific label requested. 
Produce leaving this plant has a shelf life 
of about 14-16 days. The biggest com-
modity this facility packages is broccoli, 
shipping over two million pounds per 
week, followed by cauliflower which is 
about 1.5 million pounds per week, and 
800,000 pounds of carrots.

The Gonzales location is Taylor’s 
current flagship plant, meaning it is their 
only Zero Waste facility and what their 
future sites will be based off. Around 
280 different growers feed this one 
facility and they bring in about two 
million pounds of raw produce daily. The 
Gonzales plant is run by about 1,200 em-
ployees split into two different shifts, six 
days a week. However, they do ship 365 
days a year and ship over 100 full truck 
loads per day.

Taylor Farms Gonzales facility impresses

By Ben Backus
DLF Packing
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It took one hour with Grower-Shipper Association of 
Central California’s (GSACC) President Chris Valadez to 
give us a glimpse of the breadth and depth of involve-

ment and projects underway. Like Florida, growers there 
have big-ticket issues with water, labor, food safety, pests 
and disease. Government regulations at the county and 
state levels sound similar to those Floridians have fought 
against for years. Valadez explained it has gotten to the 
point of hostility toward employers. 

Throughout our California visit, we found water is-
sues can change just a mile or two down the road. Some 

growers are utilizing shallow wells, that are not going to 
dry up anytime soon, while others have their water piped 
in from miles away. Cloud seeding is a process used to 
increase rainfall which is piquing interests of folks in the 
Salinas Valley like Valadez.

The association has focused a lot on food safety con-
cerns, with increasing pressure from recalls. The demand 
for food safety analytics is high and they plan to supple-
ment a lab at their main office. Other projects include 
facilitating development of a bacteriophage, which targets 
E. coli O157. The GSACC has also made major strides in 
worker safety through COVID, developing a worker housing 
program to isolate infected agricultural workers. 

The work of the association is constantly changing in an 
effort to keep up with problems the growers face. Valadez 
explained it is the association’s job to listen to its members 
and magnetize the many to find solutions. It sounds like 
they are doing just that.

Grower association in Salinas  
evolves to meet challenges

By Matt Bardin
Glades Crop Care Inc.
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On the final day of our California 
trip, Class 11 toured the offices 
and farm fields of Tanimura & 

Antle in Salinas. As the company celebrat-
ed its 40th anniversary, we gathered with 
Brian Antle, vice president of sales, and 
other T&A employees on their office patio 
to enjoy a taco bar for lunch. We learned 
about the fascinating history of the T&A 
brand and the two families who built it. 

Their inspiring story, rooted in a centu-
ry-old friendship, began in the early 20th 
century when both families were drawn 
to the Salinas Valley for its promising 
produce industry. The Tanimuras immi-
grated from Japan and began growing 
iceberg lettuce; the Antles moved from 
Oklahoma and found success in market-
ing lettuce grown in the region. 

During World War II, the Tanimura fam-
ily lost their farm after being detained in 
an internment camp. After the war, they 
purchased new land and began growing 
lettuce for Bud Antle, Inc., eventually be-
coming the marketing company’s largest 
growers. The two families officially joined 
as business partners in 1982 under the 
Tanimura & Antle brand. 

Today, T&A has expanded their pro-
duce offerings to include 12 conventional, 
five organic, six artisan, and five green-
house crops. Attributing their success 
and sustainability to innovation, T&A has 
taken initiative to invest in new technol-
ogies such as PlantTape and Stout Ag’s 
automated weeder. 

T&A’s commitment to providing a year-

round supply of premium produce, 
innovative forward thinking, and 
making employees feel like family 
are the values they began with and 
are the same values that will drive 
their success in the future. 

Century-old friendship from  
Tanimura & Antle’s founding inspires

By Gracelyn Byrd
U.S. Sugar
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P lantTape was purchased in 2014 by 
Tanimura and Antle when compa-
ny leadership saw promise in the 

technology and value for the leaf vege-
table business. They quickly began test-
ing and making modifications to suit not 
only their needs and that of other grow-
ers in the Salinas Valley, but for those 
throughout North America and Europe. 
According to Danielle Michaels, director 
of sales in North America, “We have seen 
a tremendous amount of growth over 
the last four years and are now in all of 
the major vegetable production areas, 
with leeks, brassicas and romaine being 
our largest acreage categories.”  Based 
on quick numbers provided by Michaels, 
it stood to reason that the three people 
operating the machine during our visit 

could plant roughly 20 acres per day – a 
process that would likely require nearly 
20 employees on traditional carousel 
planters to cover the same amount of 
acres in a workday. Quite an impressive 
labor savings.

PlantTape now has four seed sewing 
sites to receive grower supplied seed, two 
in the United States located in California 

and Tennessee, one in Spain, and another 
in the UK. Seeds are sown into a mixture 
of peat, vermiculite and PlantTape’s “secret 
sauce” in the biodegradable tape. They 
then germinate in greenhouse nurseries 
and are prepared for shipment to custom-
ers in reusable trays containing 840 plants 
each. PlantTape provides growers with 
several different options of both copper 
and non-copper components in the tape 
material, as well as slow-release fertilizer 
and other soil media options. According 
to Michaels, “We work hard to provide 
growers with options because no two 
operations are the same; we understand 
that because we are growers as well. 
Whether it is changes to the soil mixture 
in the tape, physical set up of the planter 
modules, or programming on the trans-
planter, the system allows for quite a bit 
of customization.”

PlantTape continues to transform 
vegetable planting

By Jason Chandler
Grimmway Farms
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Tanimura & Antle’s artisan let-
tuce program started when Bob 
Antle saw the heirloom lettuce 

in Greece and had a vision to create 
something different in the lettuce 
category.  During our ELDP visit with 
T&A’s Mark Adamek, director of romaine, 
artisan and mixed leaf production, he 
recounted the early trialing, seemingly 
endless setbacks, relentless pursuit of 
something innovative, and eventual 
breakthrough. As Adamek recalled, 
“The artisan program took quite a bit of 
time to create. We searched for lettuce 
varieties all over the world. Not only did 
we want multiple colors, but we needed 
each to have the same growth habit, 

same maturity, the ability to produce 
year-round in our growing regions, and 
on top of that, we needed them to have 
great shelf life.” A development process 
that spanned more than 15 years has 
proven to be an absolute work of art to 
see in the field with individual rows 
of colorful lettuce varieties being 
harvested and packed with up 
to four different varieties in 
each package. He credited 
working with their own 
seed company, 3 Star 
Lettuce, to evaluate, se-
lect and develop many 
of the varieties they use 
in their mixes today.  

T&A’s artisan lettuce 
program sales are now 
over 50,000 cases per 
week. As Adamek re-
called, “Not only did Bob 
have a few seed and an idea, 
but he and other company 

leaders provided a lot of support and 
patience to see it through. It has turned 
out to be a great program, for both our 
retail and food service customers.”

T&A’s artisan lettuce is a work of art

By Jason Chandler
Grimmway Farms



16  |  Emerging Times  •  September 2022

The future 
of weeding

Using Artificial Intelligence 
to replace one of the most 
labor-intensive jobs in agricul-

ture is no easy feat, but Stout Industrial 
Technology has made that a reality. The 
“Stout Smart Cultivator” is an auto-
mated weeding machine capable of 
cultivating and weeding between rows 
simultaneously. In addition to tradition-
al cultivating tools which remove weeds 
and aerate the soil between plant rows, 
the Smart Cultivator has steel cultivating 
knives on arms connected to hydraulic 
actuators. These knives gently open and 
close around the crop uprooting any 
weed in that area. 

While earlier weeders focused on 
color, size and spacing to differenti-
ate crop from weeds, Stout uses an 
onboard artificial intelligence-powered 
vision system using deep learning to 
accurately identify the crop using high 
resolution images. Because of this, the 
Smart Cultivator is able to operate in 
many conditions regardless of crop size 
or weed pressure and greatly reduces 
the chance of crop injury.

While the farm labor shortage is on 
the top of everyone’s mind, few com-
panies have been able to put forth 
practical solutions to tackle this issue. 
Stout’s Smart Weeder can cover up to 
two acres per hour with just one oper-
ator with minimal additional training. 
A similar job would take a traditional 

weeding crew of 25-30 people using 
hoes or pulling weeds by hand. This 
is a game-changer for vegetable crop 
growers who are struggling to fill open 
positions in their businesses. 

There is no question why, in just three 
years from the founding of the company, 

Stout now has machines operating in a 
variety of fields across the country, in-
cluding Florida. Stout is a great example 
of how an artificial intelligence technol-
ogy company can come together with 
growers to find practical solutions to the 
challenges facing agriculture.

By Jake Rothert
Rothert Farm Inc.
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C lass 11 visited with Braga Fresh 
Family Farms, represented by 
Colby Pereira, vice president of 

operations; Eric Morgan (vice president 
of environmental science and resources; 
Katie Chiapuzio, sustainability project 
coordinator, and Mauricio Flores, pro-
duction technology coordinator) at their 
ranch in Soledad, Calif.  

Braga Fresh Family Farms is now in its 
third generation of family ownership. The 
company was founded by Swiss immi-
grants Sebastian and Josie Braga, passed 
down to their son Norman Braga, and is 
now managed in part by Rodney (CEO) 
and Chris Braga. Today, the company has 
grown into a major nationwide, vertically 
integrated vegetable producer, processor, 
shipper and marketer.

Braga Fresh produces a wide variety 
of vegetable crops, including iceberg, 

romaine, broccoli, cauliflower, tomatoes, 
onions, a wide variety of herbs, and more 
on roughly 10,000 acres in south and cen-
tral California. Braga Fresh supplements 
its own production with contracted pro-
duction with third parties, which totals 
roughly 50% of its overall production. 
Roughly 80% of Braga Fresh’s production 
is organic. Much of Braga Fresh’s produce 
is marketed under its Braga Farms (con-
ventional) or Josie’s Organics (organic) la-
bels, but it also produces a large amount 
of private label produce and value-added 
products for retailers such as Walmart 
and Whole Foods.

It was clear to our group that Braga 
Fresh is on the cutting edge of new 
technologies and sustainable growing 
practices and has been for more than 20 
years. The company is aiming for com-
plete carbon neutrality by 2025, and they 
are employing several practices to meet 
that goal. During our visit, the company 
arranged presentations from Katie on 
bee production and pollinator health and 
Eric on regenerative farming practices, 
including no-till production and carbon 
sequestration from cover crops.

The company is equally focused on its 
history. During our visit, we were able to 
tour the beautiful “Braga Barn”, which 
was started by Norman Braga and is filled 
with antique Salinas Valley farm tools, 
equipment and other collectibles.

The passion, enthusiasm and knowl-
edge exhibited by our hosts was palpa-
ble. As successful as the company has 
been to date, the best is yet to come. 

Braga poised for sustainable success

By John Watson
Florida Foundation  
Seed Producers
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The last stop for ELDP Class 11’s 
California production trip was a visit 
to Kirk Williams Ranch in Soledad. 

Kirk Williams Ranch is a family-run opera-
tion nestled up on the sides of the beautiful 
Sierra de Salinas mountains in the Santa 

Lucia Highlands, overlook-
ing the valley. 

The ranch is diversi-
fied into several main 
commodities consisting 
of avocados, lemons and 
grapes for wine produc-
tion. The class had the 
chance to meet with and take 
an interactive tour, hosted by 
the owner and namesake of the ranch, 
Kirk Williams, and his stepdaughter Kori. 

Avocados and lemons were first on the 

agenda. The arid climate 
makes for ideal growing 
conditions for these tree 
crops, in part because 
it helps keep the pest 
pressure low and pro-

vides plenty of adequate 
sunshine, which is much 

needed to thrive. Challenges 
also arise with the dry climate, 

particularly water, which is always in 
short supply and needed for irrigation. 

Kirk Williams owns and helps manage 
roughly 900 acres of lemons that primarily 
produce fruit that supplies the fresh market. 
Oversupply of lemons into the market is 
another adversity that has occurred over 
the last couple of years. 

Wine grapes were the last crop on the 
agenda to wrap up the tour. Red and white 
wine grape varieties are grown here, and 
ultimately, end up being bottled under 
the Kori Wines label named after Kirk’s 
stepdaughter. The opportunity to view a 
multigenerational family owned business 
that has diversified and is still run hands-on 
was a wonderful experience.

Kirk Williams Ranch shows off  
its diversified business

By David Wheeler Jr.
Wheeler Farms, Inc.
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1  Myles Basore (Class 7) and Ilena 
Syvertsen wed July 23 at the Casa De 
Campo Resort & Villas in La Romana, 
Dominican Republic.

2  Cooper Hopkins (Class 8) and Erin 
Byars wed July 16 at Confluence 
Ranch in Crested Butte, Colorado.

3   Catherine Salvato (Class 7) married 
her husband, Billy, on Dec. 28, 2021 at 
the Pelican Club in Jupiter.

4   Kelly Smekens (Class 10) and her 
husband welcomed a baby boy, 
Vaughn, on July 8.

5   Wish Farms is celebrating 100 years 
in business. Employees, including 
Amber Maloney (Class 2) and 
Nick Wishnatzki (Class 8), dressed 
up to celebrate during weeklong 
festivities at their corporate offices 
in Plant City in June. Learn more 
about Wish Farms 100th birthday 
celebration and charity event, 
PixieRock: www.pixierock.org

6   Juan David Castro-Anzola (Class 
8), Michael Hill (Class 1), Carleton 
Johns (Class 2), Daniel Rifa (Class 
7), Casey Runkles (Class 5) and 
Marshal Sewell (Class 5) are 
recent graduates of the Wedgworth 
Leadership Institute, Class XI. 
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