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Build your 
business 
with Fiserv
Special offer to members of 
Alabama Grocers Association

Fiserv offers end-to-end solutions designed for your 
grocery business, all delivered through our consultative 
service model with dedicated support for Alabama Grocers 
Association members.

 �  Run your business efficiently with low cost payment 
acceptance and consultative service and support

 �  Grow your revenue with flexible, contactless payments 
that help redefine your customer experience and reward 
loyal customers

 �  Accelerate digital payment experiences with online 
ordering and mobile app for payments

 �  Reduce risk with industry-leading security solutions to help 
protect your business and your customers’ information

To learn more, contact:
AlabamaGrocerySales@fiserv.com

Access preferred pricing today!

Fiserv is proud to be 
the preferred provider 
of commerce and 
payment solutions for 
members of the Alabama 
Grocers Association.
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L I G H T  A T  T H E  E N D  O F  T H E  T U N N E L

ELLIE SMOTHERMAN TAYLOR

PRESIDENT
ALABAMA GROCERS ASSOCIATION

What an incredible 15 months this has been! 
As our industry becomes fully vaccinated, I 
think we all can now see a light at the end of 
the tunnel. I am incredibly proud of all the 
efforts our industry has done throughout 
the coronavirus. There was no blueprint, 
and our industry should be commended 
for the work that was done to protect our 
employees and consumers. 

Consumer behavior definitely changed 
throughout the pandemic, and we saw 
many individuals spending time at home 
cooking and for some, learning how to 
cook. In March 2020, more people ate 
away from home than at home for their 
monthly food dollar. This number has 
turned around and hopefully our industry 
can keep the momentum encouraging 
our customers of the benefits of eating at 
home. Our industry was already moving 
toward curbside and home delivery as an 
option for consumers and the pandemic 
made this movement accelerate beyond 
anyone’s expectations. And with SNAP 
moving to an online platform, more and 
more retailers are moving in this direction. 
Even the Alcohol Beverage Control Board 
understood the importance of meeting 

customer expectations and worked with our 
Association to pass a bill for home delivery 
of spirits, wine and beer that will go into 
effect on October 1, 2021. 

The state’s Safer Apart Order ended on 
May 31, 2021, and the State of Emergency 
Order ended on July 6, 2021. P-SNAP has 
been given throughout the pandemic from 
March 2020 to the present. So far, P-SNAP 
has totaled over $690 million dollars. This 
federal benefit will continue through August 
2021, with the last payment to go out at the 
end of August. P-EBT was also given out 
during the pandemic and allowed children 
to receive benefits equal to the National 
School Lunch Program reimbursement 
rate. P-EBT for the 2020 school year from 
March 2020 – May 2020 was given with a 
total issuance of $144,279,786. P-EBT for 
the 2020-2021 school year from August 
2020 – May 2021 is currently being 
rolled out with an anticipated amount of 
$461,241,825. The total number of students 
to receive these benefits are 585,105. For 
perspective, in February 2020, SNAP served 
334,581 households and 704,788 food 
assistance participants for a total amount 
of $83,479,156. In February 2021, SNAP 

served 383,892 households and 793,266 food 
assistance participants for a total amount 
of $168,481,689. That is a difference of 
$85,002,533, more than double the February 
2020 total issuance. 

Along with ending the Safer Apart and 
State of Emergency Order, Governor Ivey 
will end all federally funded pandemic 
unemployment compensation programs 
beginning June 19, 2021. We heard from 
many of our members about the shortage  
of workers not only in retail, but throughout 
the supply chain. Many think these 
programs are dissuading people from 
returning to work and creating these labor 
shortages. Wage inflation is also becoming 
a problem as businesses frantically compete 
to get enough workers to maintain a normal 
schedule to stay open, which will ultimately 
result in higher prices for all consumers  
and a lower level of customer service. We  
are hopeful that with the end of these 
benefits, labor shortages will no longer be 
such a problem. 

All of this said, we will have to wait and 
see what the grocery industry’s “new 
normal” will become. One thing is for 
certain – grocery is now and will forever 
be considered an essential workforce. Pat 
yourselves on the back for a job well done! ■

One thing is for certain – grocery is now and will 
forever be considered an essential workforce.

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
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Has it only been a year? Seems like an 
eternity since we were making plans to 
invade Destin, the 2020 convention was 
looking like the biggest and best ever, our 
30th anniversary. Then the world turned 
upside down. We were now looking at 
reduced attendance, new meeting guidelines 
and “social distancing” in everything we 
did, if we even were able to have our show 
at all. Everything had to be “Covid Kosher.” 
And thanks to our fantastic staff and 
Convention Committee, it went off without 
much of a hitch. 

That was then, we are no longer looking 
back! Look out Destin, here comes the AGA.

2021 let’s try that 30th again, why don’t we 
just take what we already know, add the  
best of what we learned from last year, mix 
it all together, take it to Destin Florida and 
invite 500 of our closest friends! Sounds like 
the recipe for a super time of networking 
and learning in one of the nicest places in 
our area.

Restaurants are open, the beaches are open, 
everything is pretty much back to normal, 
and we all have a little bit of pent-up energy 
to vacation, sorta like a comedian put it, “it’s 
like a bus load of Weight Watchers pulling 
up to the Buffet” we’re going off the wagon!

It’s my hope that you have a great time 
this year, catch up with old friends and 
colleagues. Take in all that the Sandestin 
Resort has to offer, gain some very helpful 
information from our fantastic line-up of 
speakers. Then go home to your businesses 
and use all that helpful information to gain 
a leg up on all those friend and colleagues 
you just caught up with in Destin! 

Isn’t that the way the grocery business 
works?

Convention Business Session & 
Entertainment Line-Up

Monday’s business session will 
feature:

• Keynote Speaker - Mr. Norman Mayne, 
Dorothy Lane Markets - Retail Survival 
Seminar

• Mr. Michael Sansolo - Changes in 
Consumer Behavior Post COVID-19

• Mr. Chris Jones, National Grocers 
Association - National Legislative 
Overview

• Alabama Regulatory Panel Discussion - 
Mr. Mark Sestak, Alabama Department 
of Public Health; Mr. Brandon Hardin, 
Alabama Department of Human 
Resources and Ms. Summer Childers, 
Alabama ABC Board. 

**Please Note - During the Panel  
Discussion the Alabama ABC Board will 
talk about the new alcohol regulations that 
were passed during the legislative session. 
This will be a must attend session for all 
retailers that want to participate in home 
delivery of alcohol.

Tuesday Business Session  
will feature:

• Ms. Gianetta Jones, Coca-Cola Bottling 
Company UNITED - Diversity Seminar

• Mr. Ed Fienga, Deuce Drone LLC. - 
Drone Delivery for the Grocery Industry

• Mr. Pat Hughes, e-growcery - 
E-Commerce 

Entertainment 

• Monday night we will be treated to  
one of Atlanta’s top party bands, 
Creativity Band.

• Tuesday night we will finish off the 
convention with Mr. James Gregory,  
one of the funniest men in America! ■

W h at  a  d i f f e r e n c e  a  y e a r  m a k e s !

Look out Destin, here comes the AGA.

CHAIR’S MESSAGE

HAROLD GARRET T 

GATEWAY FOODS
AGA CHAIRMAN OF THE BOARD
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VIEWPOINT

T h e  N e x t  1 8  M o n t h s

The next 18 months, I would argue, are 
going to be a lot more difficult to navigate 
and a lot more challenging to survive if you 
are in the food retailing business.

That’s not to minimize what you’ve 
been through. The pandemic has been 
a tough slog, as stores dealt with all the 
logistical, infrastructural and personnel 
issues inherent in doing business as the 
Covid-19 coronavirus has an enormous 
impact on business, politics, and the 
culture. But let’s face it. At some level, if 
you were able to bring products in the 
back door, you are able to sell them to 
shoppers and send them out the front 
door (Note: If there are products you 
had trouble selling during the pandemic, 
delete them from your SKU count.)

Which accounts for the fact that so 
many retailers are going to have trouble 
meeting last year’s comps during 2021; 
most are comparing their numbers 
not just to 2020, but also to 2019 when 
they file their quarterly reports. They 
believe, and I agree, that this is a fairer 
comparison under the circumstances.

But…it seems entirely possible that the 
challenges of the next 18 months will have 
a lot of retailers yearning for those halcyon 
days when all you had to worry about was 

whether the toilet paper truck was going to 
show up, and how to make sure everybody 
kept their masks on.

As the country moves past mask mandates, 
at least for those of us who are – or claim 
to be – fully vaccinated, there remain some 
considerable issues with which retailers have 
to deal.

There’s the rising costs of raw materials 
and the inflationary trends that have 
some economists worrying. There are the 
increased wages that companies are having 
to pay as they struggle to find sufficient 
numbers of people to keep their businesses 
operating, a problem that has been 
exacerbated by unemployment benefits  
that have made it less necessary for some 
folks to look for work.

At the same time, there seems to be a 
shortage of…well, just about everything. 
One story I read said that shortages, 
attributable to a variety of causes, are 
affecting products that include ketchup 
and computer chips, chlorine and lumber, 
chicken and various metals. This is real 
stuff, folks. The lack of an adequate supply 
of computer chips means a shortage of cars 
that depend on them to run; but that’s okay 

because there may not be enough steel to 
build the cars anyway. Which explains why 
the cost of used cars is off the charts.

Also can’t build a new house without 
lumber, which at least partly explains why 
the cost of residential real estate is so high 
in many markets. (I know a couple that lives 
in my town that decided to cash in on the 
trend and sell their home for a lot more than 
they would’ve gotten a year ago. Only once 
it was sold did they realize that they had no 
place to move to, and things were almost 
prohibitively expensive. Oops.)

All of this means that consumers may 
have less disposable income than they 
used to have, which affects retailers. At the 
same time, coming out of the pandemic, 
consumers are going to want to go to 
restaurants if only for the socialization 
experience, which affects retailers that got 
used to owning (or, to be more accurate 
about it, renting) a bigger than usual slice  
of share of stomach.

It all strikes me as a kind of perfect storm 
for many retailers. It is harder to get 
products, you have to charge more for them, 
you have fewer people to sell them, and you 
have to pay those people more money just to 
walk through the door.

Oy.

Forget the last 18 months. You ain’t seen nothing yet.

KEVIN COUPE

FOUNDER, MORNINGNEWSBEAT.COM

http://morningnewsbeat.com
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It brings me back to the beginning:

The next 18 months, I would argue, are 
going to be a lot more difficult to navigate 
and a lot more challenging to survive if you 
are in the food retailing business.

Difficult. Not impossible. Not hardly.

For stores to survive and even thrive 
in this perfect storm, they are going 
to have be laser-focused on their value 
proposition, which has to be constructed 
and deployed through a prism of 
relentless customer-centricity.

Almost from the beginning of the 
pandemic, I have been writing – here and 
elsewhere – that retailers had to be different 
coming out of the pandemic than they were 
going in. That they had to use the crucible 
of a a national public health emergency 
that tested consumers and retailers alike to 
think about the products and services that 
really make them essential. In doing so, they 
had to identify and exploit the things that 
make them different, not the same stuff the 
competition sells.

I like to talk about the almost-local coffee 
shop that makes cinnamon buns the size 
of wagon wheels, so good that I’ll drive 
12 miles to get them…or Walter’s, the 
iconic hot dog stand to which I am more 
than happy to drive 20 miles for two with 
mustard…or the lobster roll joint on the 

Connecticut coast, well worth a 60-mile 
drive…or Mueller’s, a bakery on the New 
Jersey shore, 114 miles away from my front 
door, which makes a crumb cake so good 
that every once in a while I’ll hop in the car 
and brave the George Washington Bridge, 
New Jersey Turnpike and Garden State 
Parkway to buy a few.

Do you have such products?

The year 2020 was a nightmare year in 
many ways, and 2021 is proving to be what 
I’d call a transitional year. But next year, 
2022 – which is only about six months 
away – has to be a transformative year as 
the food industry embarks on what may 
be one of its most competitive eras…ever.

Innovate around, to and for the customer. 
Or die.

It may be just that simple. ■

VIEWPOINT

 “For stores to survive and even thrive in this 
perfect storm, they are going to have be laser-
focused on their value proposition, which has to 
be constructed and deployed through a prism of 
relentless customer-centricity.”

iStock



|  ALABAMA GROCER10

W r a p  U p  L e g i s l at i v e  R e p o r t

GOVERNMENT RELATIONS

The 2021 Alabama Legislative session 
came to an end on May 19, 2021. It was 
an interesting and difficult year. Perhaps 
their biggest accomplishment is that they 
were able to complete a full session with 
no difficulties from COVID-19. But bad 
for us, the public was locked out of the 
State House for the entire session. Some 
legislators liked not being bothered by the 
public and lobbyists, so we will see how it 
goes from here. An amendment added to a 
bill declaring all businesses “essential” and 
thus blocking governments from closing 
some and leaving other opened, prohibits the 
closing of the State House. 

A number of good bills were passed into law. 
A record-setting $2.4 billion General Fund 
budget was approved and sent to Governor 
Ivey last night, $90.6 million larger than 
the current year’s budget and is about $26.5 
million more than what Ivey recommended 
in February. It also includes a 2% cost of 
living raise for state employees. Another 
record, the $7.6 billion Education Trust 
Fund budget was sent to her and signed in 
late April. It also includes a 2% cost of living 
raise for teachers and school staff. These are 
major accomplishments, and a credit to the 
good management of state funds, during the 
recent crisis. Many states are dealing with 

substantial declines in revenue.

After several years of debate and study, Sen. 
Tim Melson of Florence succeeded in passing 
his medical marijuana bill (Act # 2021-450). 
It was signed by the Governor Monday. 
They also passed bills that were important 
to the Republican majority, including a ban 
on curbside voting. Late last night, they 
also passed Sen. Arthur Orr’s bill banning 
vaccine passports. But grocers will need to 
take note here; the bill also says an entity 
or individual doing business in Alabama 
can’t refuse to provide goods or services or 
refuse admission or entry to anyone based 
on their immunization status or lack of 
documentation. The good news: there are no 
penalties in the bill.

But this session may come to be known 
more by what did not pass. We saw the most 
serious effort in years to pass some form 
of legalized gambling in an effort to have 
a constitutional amendment on the 2022 
ballot. The Senate passed a bill that would 
have allowed for a state lottery, as well as 
full casino gambling at nine locations across 
the state. But on the next to final legislative 
day, gambling interests, lottery advocates 
and Democrats in the House were unable to 
come to agreement, and no effort was made 

to bring the bill for a vote on the final day. 
Democrats are pushing to include other sites 
for casinos, and to include specific language 
expanding Medicaid as part of the revenue 
from gambling. Legislators are already 
pushing the Governor to hold a special 
session this summer to deal with the issue 
in isolation, but she has said she will not call 
a session until the parties have come to an 
agreement. Also, conservatives had pushed 
hard for a bill banning medical treatment 
for transgendered youths. It was on a special 
order calendar proposed late Monday night, 
but opposition kept it from coming up for 
debate. Most efforts to reduce overcrowding 
in state prisons failed to receive final 
approval. Efforts to curb the Governor’s 
ability to declare an emergency failed as well.

We expect to see perhaps several special 
sessions this year. In addition to the 
gambling issue, legislators are pushing to 
have a special session to deal with prison 
crowding, preferring the state use a bond 
issue to build new prisons rather than the 
current plan to allow private businesses to 
build and lease prisons to the state. And 
there will definitely be a special session draw 
new legislative, congressional, state board of 
education, and other districts once the 2020 
census numbers are received. That is not 
expected until fall.

But it was a successful year for our industry, 
in spite of the difficulties. Sen. Jabo 

it was a successful year for our industry,  
in spite of the difficulties.

PATRICK MCWHORTER

LEGISLATIVE REPRESENTATIVE
THE MCWHORTER GROUP
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Waggoner and Rep. Gil Isbell successfully 
shepherded legislation into law allowing 
for the delivery of alcoholic beverages 
(Act # 2021-188). We also successfully 
negotiated passage of a bill allowing for the 
direct shipment of wine (Act # 2021-419). 
There seems to be a changing of mood in 
dealing with alcohol issues. We did not see 
the difficulty we’ve seen in past sessions. 
Legislators were more open to our arguments 
that these are good business decisions. This 
could bode well for future discussions of 
these issues. 

HB 170 by Rep. Danny Garrett passed, 
and was signed into law (Act # 2021-1). 
Provides for an exclusion from Alabama 
individual income taxation for any 
federal tax credits, advance refunds, Small 
Business Administration subsidy payments, 
Emergency Injury Disaster Loans, student 
loan payments, or qualified disaster relief 
payments, and adjust certain business taxes; 
exempts $8.7 million in stimulus payments. 

SB 30 by Sen. Arthur Orr passed and 
has been signed into law (Act # 2021-4). 
Provides civil immunity for business entities, 
health care providers, educational entities, 
churches, governmental entities, and cultural 
institutions operating in this state, as well 
as individuals associated with these entities, 
from certain damages claimed by individuals 
who allege that they contracted or were 
exposed to Coronavirus during a declared 
state of emergency. 

HB 103 by Rep. Jamie Kiel passed and 
has been signed (Act # 2021-160). Allows 
businesses and religious entities to operate 
under certain conditions during declared 
states of emergency. 

SB 202 by Sen. Billy Beasley is law (Act # 
2021-185). Revises licensure and continuing 
education requirements for pharmacists, to 
be set by board rule. 

SB 352 by Sen. Arthur is law  
(Act # 2021-203). Allows the Alabama 
Department of Revenue to revise excise  
and income taxes due dates to coincide with 
due dates for federal taxes, Department of 
Revenue to delay due dates for filing certain 
taxes for taxpayers. 

SB 274 by Sen. Bobby Singleton is law (Act 
# 2021-240). It establishes the COVID-19 
Recovery Capital Protection Act of 2021, 
to increase the amount of various types of 
compensation that may be exempted, and 
to provide an extension to the employment 
and wage requirements of the capital credit 
program and associated penalties. 

SB 308 by Sen. Randy Price is law (Act # 
2021-246). Establishes the Alabama Uniform 
Concealed Carry Permit Act to standardize 
the process by which concealed carry permits 
may be issued, and create a state firearms 
prohibited person database. 

SB 39 by Sen. Randy Price is law (Act # 2021-
272). Provides enhanced criminal penalties 
provided under certain conditions as part of 
the Alabama State of Emergency Consumer 
Protection Act.

SB 167 by Sen. Andrew Jones is law (Act # 
2021-287). Provides for licensure for wine 
festivals and authorizes a winery to provide 
tastings and sell its wine for on-premises or 
off-premises consumption at a wine festival. 

SB 227 by Sen. Tom Butler is now law (Act 
# 2021-341). Requires insureds to receive 
certain prescription drug rebates and 

discounts, and prohibit a pharmacy  
benefits manager from requiring or steering 
an insured to use a mail-order pharmacy or  
a pharmacy affiliated with a pharmacy 
benefits manager. 

SB 325 by Sen. Dan Roberts is law (Act # 
2021- 385). Tobacco permits are  
suspendable in cases of failure by retailers  
to pay distributors. 

SB 388 by Sen. Steve Livingston is law  
(Act # 2021-421). Allows Alabama to adopt 
Daylight Savings Time statewide year round 
if Congress amends Federal law to allow it. 

SB 294 by Sen. Andrew Jones is law  
(Act # 2021-440). Authorizes small farm 
wineries to sell to consumers or distribute 
directly to retailers.

HB 273 by Rep. Barbara Drummond is now 
law (Act # 2021-453). Raises the age to buy, 
possess, or use nicotine products to 21, 
and imposes restrictions on marketing of 
nicotine products.

HB 539 by Rep. Anthony Daniels is now law 
(Act # 2021-454). Revises the daily limit on 
the amount of beer or liquor that may be sold 
to customers by breweries and distilleries.

Several of these new laws, such as the 
delivery bill, have delayed effective dates, 
so we will be working with state agencies to 
develop the necessary rules and regulations, 
and will let you know when they are 
becoming effective.



|  ALABAMA GROCER12

T h r e at s ,  R i s k s ,  a n d  O p p o r t u n i t i e s

Since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
NGA has been advocating to Congress 
and the administration the critical need 
for technical assistance for independent 
community grocers that desire to participate 
in SNAP online purchasing.

This year ushered in a new Congress and 
presidential administration, including 
changes to which political party holds  
the majority. 

Democrats hold a trifecta in Washington, 
with a slim majority in the U.S. House, a  
50-50 split in the Senate with the tie vote 
going to Vice President Kamala Harris,  
and President Joe Biden at the helm in  
the White House. 

Despite the continued challenges brought 
on by the Covid-19 pandemic and partisan 
politics, NGA remains focused on advocating 
on behalf of independent grocers throughout 
the country, ensuring their priorities are 
heard on both sides of the political aisle. 

President Biden began his first days in office 
with the signing of several executive orders 
aimed at addressing the Covid-19 pandemic, 
including increasing vaccine rollout and 
implementing mask mandates  
on federal properties. 

Attention quickly turned to an aid package 
in which much of the debate centered 
around the scope of the bill, namely the 
spending levels and funding amounts of 
unemployment benefits. Leaning on the 
budget reconciliation process, Democrats 
passed a $1.9 trillion relief package, 
which was signed into law in March by 
the President. The package included an 
extension of a $300 per week unemployment 
benefit through Sept. 6, expanded the 
child tax credit for a year, and increased 
the maximum Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) benefit by 15% 
through September. 

Since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
NGA has been advocating to Congress 
and the administration the critical need 
for technical assistance for independent 
community grocers that desire to participate 
in SNAP online purchasing. The program is 
technically challenging to set up, particularly 
for small and mid-size grocers. 

The Consolidated Appropriations Act 
signed into law in December 2019 provided 
$5 million for SNAP online purchasing, 
and the American Rescue Plan signed into 
law this March provided $25 million to 
promote technological improvements for 

SNAP online purchasing, modernizing the 
Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) system 
and supporting SNAP mobile payment 
technologies. 

NGA will continue to support efforts to 
provide technical assistance to help more 
independent community grocers offer  
SNAP online purchasing. 

This April, President Biden unveiled the next 
step in his “Build Back Better” agenda by 
calling on Congress to pass an infrastructure 
package. As proposed, the package laid out 
more than $2 trillion in federal spending 
on infrastructure and other domestic 
investments. The administration sees this 
as a one-two punch to not only provide the 
resources to revitalize the nation’s roads, 
bridges and other traditional infrastructure, 
but also as a job creation tool to help the 
country rebound from the economic 
downturn of Covid-19. 

Included in the Biden plan is a list of tax 
increases proposed to pay for at least some 
of the more than $2 trillion in spending. 
At the time of this writing, negotiations 
were still taking place between the White 
House and congressional Republicans to 
find a bipartisan deal, however Biden’s 
own party, specifically the progressive 
wing, were growing tired of the ongoing 
talks and urging the White House to 
move forward with a package that can 
pass with Democratic support. 

Tax and labor issues abound as Biden pursues new 
Covid-19 agenda. 

WASHINGTON REPORT

GREG FERRARA

PRESIDENT AND CEO 
NATIONAL GROCERS ASSOCIATION
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WASHINGTON REPORT

With expectations that a package will likely 
include a variety of hikes on individuals 
and pass-through corporations, as well as 
hefty increases to the estate tax and lowering 
thresholds, “Main Street” businesses could 
inevitably be hit with a larger tax bill. 

For many businesses, including grocers, 
the prospect of tax increases forces them to 
withhold capital that could be invested back 
into their companies, preventing them from 
hiring, renovating or expanding their stores, 
or upgrading equipment. 

Another issue area that has captured 
headlines and the attention of lawmakers 
is the labor shortage. In May, NGA sent 
a letter to President Biden urging his 
administration to advance policies that 

encourage unemployed Americans to seek 
work and provide resources to businesses 
in need of help hiring talented employees.

Grocers have dealt with historically high 
consumer demand and, due to this, hired 
more employees, while at the same time 
implementing labor-intensive public 
health protocols. They also increased 
employee pay, provided additional 
overtime, and offered bonuses. 

However, despite these efforts, the industry 
is currently at a crisis point, struggling to 
find qualified employees to keep grocery 
stores operational. NGA’s government 
relations team is working with the Biden 
Administration and Congress to address 
these issues. 

For more information on these issues and how 
you can make your voice heard in Washington, 
DC, visit www.grocerstakeaction.org. ■

 “NGA remains focused on advocating on behalf of 
independent grocers throughout the country, 
ensuring their priorities are heard on both sides 
of the political aisle.”

FOR BENEFITS VISIT:
www.benefitsforeveryone.com/?

group=aga&BrokerId=caa5f
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INSIDE THE BELTWAYINSIDE THE BELTWAY

C h a n g e s  i n  S h o p p i n g 
a n d  L e g i s l at i o n

For more than 40 years, FMI –  
The Food Industry Association –  
has tracked the grocery shopping 
habits of U.S. customers through its 
U.S. Grocery Shopper Trends report. 

The 2021 edition reveals that the future 
of food shopping has been fundamentally 
changed by the pandemic. At the same time 
that we are seeing seismic shifts in the way 
consumers purchase groceries, we are also 
seeing the same very significant shifts in 
how our legislators and regulators work in 
Washington and how we can continue to 
have an impact on their decisions.

Our U.S. Grocery Shopper Trends report 
confirmed what you have likely experienced 
yourself: Americans have spent more time 
in their kitchens, increased their focus on 
healthy eating, and have learned new ways 
to shop for food, including stocking up and 
purchasing online during the pandemic. 
A wide array of legislative and regulatory 
actions in Washington have developed from 
these new fundamentals.

The first fundamental shift has been the 
tremendous growth of an online pilot 
project that allows customers to use their 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) benefits online. The program 

initially started in just three states and 
quickly expanded to 47 states in less than 
one year. Retailers and wholesalers have 
scrambled to be able to put technology 
advances in place and get the required 
certifications to take advantage of this 
change and offer the opportunity to  
their customers.

The second fundamental change also 
involved a significant revision to  
SNAP necessitated by the pandemic –  
the introduction of the Pandemic EBT  
or P-EBT program for children previously 

receiving school meals when schools were 
open. Recipients of P-EBT get additional 
SNAP benefit dollars added to their family 
EBT cards in consideration of the days when 
schools were closed and school meals were 
not available to them. 

Finally, and most recently, the pandemic 
contributed to the evolution of an 
EBT-based summer feeding program 
for children. Each of these presents a 
tremendous opportunity for grocers to 
address some of these evolving needs of 
customers. Even companies not previously 
impacted significantly by SNAP or WIC 
shoppers found themselves working to 
address these customers’ needs because 
of the challenges the pandemic presented 
to a large segment of our population.

It is not only the policy programs 
of Congress and the Presidential 
Administration that have evolved, 
but the advocacy process itself looks 
different than it did before 2020.

FMI held our first ever virtual fly-in  
and had over 200 video meetings with 
legislators – all without getting on a plane 
or spending a night in a hotel. A legislator 
recently told me that she had not met with 
her colleagues in-person in over a year.  
She relayed this during a Zoom meeting 
while in her car.

 

Grocery customers aren’t alone in embracing  
online tools.

iStock

JENNIFER HATCHER

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, GOVERNMENT AND  
PUBLIC AFFAIRS FOOD MARKETING INSTITUTE
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For the first time, proxy voting has  
been allowed in Congress, yet visiting  
a congressional office continues to  
be restricted. 

However, at the same time that our 
legislators have been cut off from in-
person interactions with colleagues and 
constituents, the needs for understanding 
have never been greater – on mandatory 
premium pay; the continued skyrocketing 
growth of both swipe fees and (for those 
with pharmacies) DIR fees and legislative 
efforts to stop them, the extreme challenges 
of attracting and retaining the necessary 
workforce due to government incentives for 

the unemployed, and the keeping up with 
rapid and significant changes in labor-
related rules. 

One important tool we put in place during 
the first week of the pandemic, that has 
stayed in place, is an opportunity to share 
and track all of these dramatic changes 
on both the business and policy side on 
a regular basis. These daily calls, which 
shifted into weekly calls, necessitated 
“trackers” for both consumer trends and 
policy changes. 

FMI’s newly released, U.S. Grocery Shopper 
Trends, includes an online experience at 
www.FMI.org/GroceryTrends that shares 

shoppers’ insights on how they define 
being well in their own words and more 
fully develops the work that was done to 
see the weekly evolution of the consumer 
throughout Covid with FMI’s Trends 
Tracker just as we also tried to do on the 
public policy front with the FMI | State 
Issues Crisis Tracker. 

You can access the downloadable analysis, 
as well as highlights from our ethnographic 
research among shoppers and information 
about our June 2nd webinar at FMI.org/
GroceryTrends. 

The past year and a half has been an 
unprecedented time for the country and 
the world. As parts of the country begin to 
reopen their economies more and more, 
we will begin to see whether the changes 
to consumer behavior and the advocacy 
process are short-term adjustments or 
longer-term shifts. ■

INSIDE THE BELTWAY

 “Americans have spent more time in their kitchens, 
increased their focus on healthy eating, and have 
learned new ways to shop for food.”

NNEEWW  AANNDD  EEXXCCLLUUSSIIVVEE  FFOORR      
AAGGAA  MMEEMMBBEERRSS!!  

  
AAGGAA  MMeemmbbeerr  OOnnllyy  CCoommmmuunniittiieess  AApppp  

 
 

  The new app is ready for download!  
  To download the app just scan the  
  QR Code with your phone!  

 
 

The app is new for 2021! The AGA Member Only Communities App 
is another way we are communicating with our members and members 
are communicating with each other. You are able to read the weekly 
market minutes, get information about SNAP, WIC, COVID-19, 
AGA Events and up to the member News Alerts. Almost anything you 
want to know about our industry in Alabama is now available at your 
fingertips.  

 
  
PPlleeaassee  nnoottee::  This app is for AGA Member  
Companies Only. Only those individuals that the Association Staff identifies as mem-
bers will have access to the App. If you issues accessing the app, please email 
jbrown@alabamagrocers.org.  
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On February 22, the Alabama Grocers 
Association joined supermarkets and food 
manufacturers nationwide in celebrating 
the first-ever Supermarket Employee Day. 
The Food Industry Association (FMI) has 
proclaimed this new holiday to recognize 
employees at every level for the work they do 
feeding families and enriching lives.

With more than 40,000 individual stores 
selling food and grocery items in the U.S. 
alone, supermarkets are the backbones of 
our communities. Millions of supermarket 
employees come to work daily to keep 
shelves stocked and to provide communities 
with essential services that help them survive 
and thrive. The food retail industry in 
Alabama provides over 70,000 jobs and has a 
total economic impact on the state’s economy 
of over $12 billion. 

“The grocery community has been helping 
the state of Alabama to stay strong during 
the COVID-19 pandemic,” said Ellie Taylor, 
president, Alabama Grocers Association. 
“When COVID-19 forced people to 
home shelter, we stayed open. And we 
have continued to adapt and serve our 
communities every day. There is no question 
that supermarket employees are heroes. We 
are thrilled to honor and celebrate them!”

Despite supply chain disruptions or work-
force reductions, supermarket employees 

have demonstrated trojan 
efforts to keep communities 
going. Supermarket 
employees have personified 
compassion and courage 
when communities 
have most needed to be 
encouraged. 

“Despite the constant 
changes in public health 
orders, supply chain disruptions and 
workforce challenges, our state’s grocers 
have worked tirelessly throughout the last 

year to remain open and continue to provide 
Alabamians with what they need,” Governor 
Ivey said. “This has been an incredible effort 

ALABAMA GROCERS ASSOCIATION HONORS FRONT-LINE HEROES

CELEBRATES SUPERMARKET  
EMPLOYEE DAY

AGA NEWS

All Attendees at Supermarket Employee Day Press Conference with Governor Ivey.

Continued on page 18 ▶
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Ellie Taylor, President, AGAGovernor Kay Ivey presenting Ellie Taylor, President, AGA with Proclamation

Robert Greer, Greer's Supermarket Harold Garrett, Chairman of AGA with Gateway Foods; Jessica Brown, Events of AGA; Pat McWhorter, 
Legislative Consultant; Ellie Taylor, President of AGA; and Gov. Kay Ivey

Governor Kay Ivey, State of Alabama
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by these heroes in our communities, and 
they deserve our gratitude and recognition 
for all that they do.”

Senator Jabo Waggoner, Alabama State 
Senate, District 16 and Representative Gil 
Isbell, Alabama House of Representatives, 
District 28 also presented a Joint Resolution 
from the Alabama State Legislature declaring 
February 22, 2021 as Supermarket Employees 
Day in Alabama. ■

Representative Gil IslbellRep. Gil Isbell presents AGA Chairman Harold 
Garrett with Gateway Foods Legislative Joint 
Resolution.

Because BYARS I WRIGHT CHOICE

specializes in grocery and 

supermarket insurance 

with access to multiple specialty 

carriers, we know what it takes 

to keep you properly protected. 

“Paul’s knowledge of the grocery industry, integrity, and many years of insurance experience gives 
me confidence that he is providing the best carrier, coverages and premium for my business.”
- Jimmy Wright, Owner of Wright's Market

BYARS I WRIGHT
INSURANCE SINCE 1946 

Paul Burnett, ByarslWright CHOICE 
205-221-8675 I pburnett@byarswright.com 

www.byarswright.com 

◀ Continued from page 16

http://byarswright.com
mailto:pburnett%40byarswright.com?subject=
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Robert Greer, Greer's; Bill Davis, A and R Super Markets; Jay Mitchell, Mitchell Grocery; David Bullard, 
PWADC; and Harold Garrett, Gateway Foods.

Rachel Nash, Walmart; Lynn Rushing, WinnDixie; LaSawndra Johnson, Publix; Felix Turner, Kroger

   REAL COFFEE. REAL TEA.
 GUARANTEED GREAT.

5th Generation family owned and  
Birmingham based since 1906. 
Find us at your Local Alabama Grocer.

RedDiamond.com

http://reddiamond.com
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AGA NEWS

The Alabama Grocers Education Foundation held its Annual 
Spring Golf Outing on Thursday, April 8, 2021 at Inverness 
Country Club in Birmingham, Alabama. This tournament 
raised funds for the Alabama Grocers Education Foundation, 
to provide scholarships to employees and children of employees 
of Alabama Grocers Association companies. To date AGEF has 
awarded over 1.3 million dollars because of the tremendous 
support of our members at golf tournaments such as this one. 

 The winners of the golf tournament were as follows: First 
Place Team: Austin & Andrew Virciglio with Piggly Wiggly of 

AGEF 2021 SPRING GOLF OUTING

First Place Team

Second Place Team

Third Place Team

Dabby Babb, Keith Horley, Scott Means and Mike Love with AWGDabby Babb, Keith Horley, Scott Means and Mike Love with AWGAlabama Crown Team
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Birmingham; Bubba Lindley of EdLinco and Ben Parr with 
Coca-Cola. Second Place Team: Brad Conner and Chris Hicks 
with AlaBev. Third Place Team: Jerry McCann, Noah Corlett, 
Matt Peters, and Paul Barber with Piggly Wiggly Alabama 
Distributing Company. Closest to the Pin: Brent Cotton with 
The Hershey Company. Longest Drive: Bart Cannon with 
Hometown Market.

The Alabama Grocers Education Foundation Golf Outings  
would not be as successful without the many companies that 
sponsored this event and contributed their goods. The Presenting 
Sponsor was UNFI, the breakfast Sponsor for this event was 
Piggly Wiggly Alabama Distributing Company and the lunch 
sponsor was Byars | Wright Insurance. Additional sponsors 
of the AGEF 2021 Spring Tournament included A&R Super 
Markets, Inc.; Alabama Crown Distributing; Amber Falls 
Winery & Cellars; Associated Grocers of the South; Associated 
Wholesale Grocers; Buffalo Rock Pepsi; Bunzl USA; Byars | 
Wright; Coca-Cola Bottling Company UNITED;  

Josh Pope with UJB and 
Danny Dunbar with 
Stratus Group

Sammy Huey, David Bullard, Joshua Corlett and Jeff Brown with Piggly Wiggly 
Alabama Distributing

Mike Abell and Joe Mood with Smart.Market; Savannah Watkins with Piggly 
Wiggly Watkins Group; and Bill Davis with A and R Super Markets, Inc.

Kyle Kimsey & Chuck Potter with Red Diamond; Rob 
Renfroe with Renfroes Market and Chris Woods with 
Retail Data Systems

Chris Fields, Lisa Wilson and John Fargason of 
Acosta Sales and Kenny Harbin with PWADC

Phillip Daivs, Ken Herron, Jake Sim, and Robert 
Burnett of A and R Supermarkets, Inc.

Tom Reese and Bradley 
Lynam with UTZ Brands 
and Wade Payne with  
Food Giant

Continued on page 22 ▶
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Country Delite / DFA; D&T Sales/ Active Sales; Edlinco; 
Federated Insurance Company; Flowers Baking Company; 
Merrill Lynch; Mitchell Grocery Corporation; Nestle; 
Perfect Hydration Water; Pictsweet; Piggly Wiggly Alabama 
Distributing Company; Post Consumer Brands; Publix Super 
Markets, Inc. Red Diamond; Red Smith Foods, Inc.; Retail 
Data Systems; Smart.Market; The Hershey Company; The J.M. 
Smucker Company; United Johnson Brothers; and UTZ Brands.

Please go ahead and mark your calendars for our 2021 upcoming 
events: AGA Annual Convention, July 25 - 27 at Sandestin 
Golf & Beach Resort in Destin, Florida; AGEF Fall Clay Shoot, 
October 14, 2021 at Selwood Farms, Alpine, Alabama and the 
Alabama’s Food Industry Finest Luncheon, October 27, 2021 at 
The Club in Birmingham, Alabama. ■

Post Consumer Brand Team Steve Maune and Stan Alexander with Associated 
Grocers of the South

Tony Minor and Tracy Dempsey with Publix Super 
Markets, Inc..

Longest Drive, Bart 
Cannon, Hometown 
Market with Bob Crawford 
of UJB, Chairman of AGEF 

Phillip Daivs, Ken Herron, Jake Sim, and Robert Burnett of A and R 
Supermarkets, Inc.

Steve Mulford, PWADC; Wade Bennet, Sims Foods; Cory McGuffie, D and T 
Sales; and Jay Welborn, B and W Foods

◀ Continued from page 21
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Bufflao Rock Team Jay Holloway of Hometown Market; Rom McClellan 
and David Wright of Food Outlet and Lee Cox of 
UNFI

Joel Chidress, Bill Bowling and Carey Otwell with 
Mitchell Grocery Corproation and Eddy Quinley 
with Advantage Solutions

United Johnson Brothers Team 1 United Johnson Brothers Team 2

 
Katie is a recent graduate from the 
University of Alabama with a degree 
in Public Relations. She is originally 
from Chicago and moved down 
to Birmingham to join our team! 
Katie is so excited to be working for 
AGA and we couldn’t be happier to 
welcome her to the association.

INTRODUCING 
OUR NEW 
COMMUNICATIONS 
COORDINATOR FOR 
AGA, KATIE HUNT!
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AGA NEWS

On April 14, crowds gathered in 
Albertville, Ala. for the much-anticipated 
opening of the new Food City on US 
Hwy. 431. The 54,000+ sq. ft. supermarket 
marks the retailers first location in the 
state of Alabama.

“For the past five years, we’ve proudly 
served the greater Chattanooga market 
area, which includes several stores in 
north Georgia. We’re very excited to be 
opening our first supermarket in Alabama 
and hope to have additional locations 
forthcoming in the future,” said Steven 
C. Smith, Food City president and chief 
executive officer. 

The new location includes an in-store 
bakery and deli offering fresh baked 
goods, deli meats, cheeses, hot foods, 
a large 40+ café seating area, fireplace, 
hickory smoker, pizza oven, fresh food 
bar offering a variety of soup, salad and 
fruit selections and full-service catering 
and event planning options. Full-service 
meat and seafood departments offer 
pre-marinated and seasoned oven ready 
products, plus a complete selection of 
top-quality meats, including Certified 

Angus Beef and fresh sushi. In-house 
meat cutters are available to hand cut 
steaks and fresh meat to order. Expanded 
grocery and produce departments 
offer a complete selection of gourmet, 
international and specialty items. The 
Food City Floral Boutique is staffed with 
a designer seven days per week, offering 
a full assortment of fresh-cut floral 
arrangements, bouquets, gift items and 
more. Rapid checkout service is provided 
by six check-out lanes and seven self-
checkouts. For added convenience, the 
store includes a Food City Pharmacy, 
equipped with a private consultation 
room and walk-up window, Food City Gas 
n’ Go fuel center and GoCart curbside 
pick-up. The location also features a 
Starbucks café, offering a wide assortment 
of blended hot and cold coffees and 
beverages, as well as an assortment of 
tasty breakfast sandwiches and pastries. 

Several award-winning energy saving 
concepts are also included, ranging from 
energy efficient glass cooler doors, parking 
lot lights and refrigeration systems to 
motion sensors and 100% LED lighting, as 
well as an open rafter ceiling design. 

“We look forward to serving the residents 
of Albertville and the surrounding area. 
Our valued customers can expect to find 
a wide variety of top-quality products 
at the lowest possible prices, exceptional 
customer service, and some exciting 
conveniences and services,” adds Smith. ■

Headquartered in Abingdon, Virginia, 
K-VA-T Food Stores (Food City’s parent 
company) operates 134 retail outlets 
throughout southeast Kentucky, southwest 
Virginia, east Tennessee, north Georgia, 
and Alabama. 

FOOD CITY OPENS IN ALBERTVILLE

We’re very excited to be opening our first 
supermarket in Alabama and hope to have additional 
locations forthcoming in the future.
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Milo’s Tea Company is toasting to sweet 
success on its 75th Anniversary as the 
company surpassed big name competitors 
to become America’s #1 selling refrigerated 
sweet tea. 

The family-owned company, based outside of 
Birmingham, Alabama, saw sales spike 24% 
in 2020 as in-home beverage consumption 
grew while the country quaranTEAned 
under COVID stay-at home orders. Milo’s 
teas and lemonades are available in over 31 
thousand retailers nationwide, topping $240 
million in annual retail sales over the last 
52 weeks. Recent Nielsen data shows Milo’s 
is surging ahead of Pepsi’s Pure Leaf and 
Coca-Cola’s Gold Peak, solidifying its place 
as America’s favorite refrigerated tea.

“We’re excited to celebrate 75 years 
of delivering Milo’s Moments to fans, 
customers, communities and associates, 
and we’re so honored that America loves 
our great-tasting, all-natural beverages and 
invites us into their homes and tables for 
moments that matter to them,” says Tricia 
Wallwork, CEO of Milo’s Tea Company and 
granddaughter of founder Milo Carlton. 
“We’ve had incredible growth, and it’s 
because we have put people first for the last 

75 years and have kept our family’s values at 
the core of everything we do.” 

Milo’s is celebrating its 75th anniversary all 
year long with a special website dedicated to 
their cult-like following of fans who create 
site content by sharing their favorite Milo’s 
Moments. 

Milo’s Sweet History
After returning from serving the U.S. 
during World War II, Milo and Beatrice 
“Bea” Carlton opened Milo’s, a hamburger 
restaurant in Birmingham, Alabama. 
Decades later, when the family realized the 
sweet tea they sold at the restaurant was just 
as popular as the burgers, they began selling 
the refrigerated beverages in local grocery 
stores. 

“We’ve come a long way and have a rich 
history of heart and grit that helped three 
generations build Milo’s to become the 
beloved brand it is today,” says Wallwork. 
“While we have grown and evolved 
tremendously over the last 75 years, we are 
a success because we continue to remain 
true to the family values my grandparents 
instilled in all of us.”

About Milo’s Tea Company
Milo’s Tea Company is a family-owned, 
Certified Women-Owned Business with 
corporate headquarters in Birmingham, Ala. 
Milo’s has been brewing the best tasting, 
closest-to-homemade iced tea for three 
generations and counting. Milo’s tea tastes 
just like homemade because our family 
recipe includes only a few simple, 100 
percent natural ingredients and does not 
contain preservatives or added colors. Milo’s 
can be found in the refrigerated section of 
retailers across the United States. Learn more 
at www.drinkmilos.com. ■

HOW SWEET IT IS!

MILO’S TEA COMPANY CELEBRATES  
75TH ANNIVERSARY

AGA NEWS

Leader in Refrigerated Tea Toasts Major Milestone 
with Consumer-Generated Website and Giveaways
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BY TIM LINDEN
The adoption curve for plant based foods may have been 
slow, but now that the category has caught on with 
consumers, it appears unlikely to slow anytime soon.
The Plant Based Foods Association has revealed that the category grew a 
whopping 27 percent in 2020, doubling the very impressive growth number  
of the year before. In fact, U.S. retail sales of plant-based foods have grown  
43 percent in the past two years, which is nine times faster than total food  
sales. The category reached $7 billion retail sales last year.

And there is no sign of a letup, though it is clear that the pandemic boosted 
retail sales, largely because the foodservice community experienced a significant 
downturn due to opening restrictions. Nonetheless, scan data reveals that 57 
percent of all U.S. households, which represents more than 71 million units, 
purchased plant-based foods in 2020, a penetration increase of 4 percent of the 
nation’s households.

Many companies are capitalizing on the trend by growing their product lines and 
expanding their reach. The industry has many new players as well as established 
marketers taking advantage of the collective consumer’s desire to eat healthier 
and cut down on meat. Meat alternatives or products being marketed that way 
are leading the category.

BASED  
FOODS 

During 2020

Shine
PLANT

Continued on page 28 ▶
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“I think the plant-
based market is just 
beginning. People 
are more aware of 
eating healthy. Our 
product is good for 
the gut and people 
who are concerned 
about gut health are 
our customers.”

One company established more than 30  
years ago has seen a huge uptick in sales 
over the past five years. Jasmine Byrne noted 
that her mother, Kimberly Chamberland, 
started Big Mountain Foods in Vancouver, 
B.C., in 1987 as an ode to her vegetarian 
lifestyle. Jasmine reveals that her mother 
was the first to introduce a veggie burger to 
the Vancouver market. Sher largely worked 
in that region for 25 years but the company, 
with mother and daughter leading the charge 
together, has recently expanded into a 70,000 
square foot facility and is selling more than a 
handful of products, led by its Cauli Crumble 
Veggie Grounds. It also has items that are 
broccoli and mushroom centric and a line 
of veggie sausage links. The company boasts 
that all of its items contain a minimum of  
40 percent fresh vegetables. 

In January 2022, Jasmine said the company 
will introduce an “innovative product that 
will put us on the map”, though she wouldn’t 
say more.

Bryne believes the plant-based trend  
will continue as it is being driven by a 
generation of Millennial consumers who  
are committed to living a healthier lifestyle 
and eating a diet that is more plant based.  
“I think there is no limit to the category,”  
she said. “There is so much room for 
innovation and getting creative. The sky  
is the limit for meat alternatives.” 

Bryne said it is the company’s preference 
that its products be marketed in the fresh 
produce department along with other 
value-added produce. She considers Cauli 
Crumble, Broccoli Boost Veggie Ground and 
Mighty Mushroom Bites to be akin to fresh 
cut vegetables and packaged salads. But she 
does say that the competition is the meat 
alternative category not whole cauliflower 
and other fresh produce.

Catherine Viera is head of sales and 
marketing for Curry Fresh, a plant-based 
offering of packaged Indian sauces and  
foods that have also been designed to be sold 
in the produce department next to tofu, fresh 
salsas and guacamole. The sauces utilize tofu, 
jackfruit and chickpeas as well as ginger, 
turmeric, garlic, cloves and other fresh 

spices.

The company was founded by India 
native Priya R Dass, who graduated 
from the University of Michigan 
with an MBA. Initially, he wanted 
to open a chain of Indian cuisine 
restaurants to bring his native 
culinary tastes to U.S. consumers. 
Eventually, however, he decided to 
accomplish the same goal through 

fresh Indian sauces and dishes to 

be sold in the supermarket in the produce 
department. Viera said some of the 
traditional Indian recipes were altered a bit 
to better fit the plant-based environment. 
For example, coconut milk is being used 
instead of dairy-based liquids or chicken 
broth, and jack fruit and chickpeas are 
utilized instead of chicken and other meat.

The company initially launched in  
Michigan but is now selling its offerings 
in Florida as well, and has started working 
with a California food broker to introduce 
its product to Golden State retailers and 
shoppers. Viera expects the line, which is 
currently eight products strong, to launch  
in California by the fall. 

She also believes that the plant-based 
movement is a lasting trend not a fad. 
She said it represents a change in the way 
Millennials and others want to eat, which 
includes reducing their meat consumption.

Another company that pre-dated the trend 
but is catching its wave is Wildbrine. The 
company grew out of a project in Ceres, 
Calif. in the San Joaquin Valley to restore 
locally-grown organic produce to its 
proper place as the foundation of health for 
people, communities and the planet. The 
project used cabbage to create naturally 
fermented kraut products for cancer patients. 
Eventually, partners Rick Goldberg and 
Chris Glab created the commercial product 
marketed under Wildbrine and have since 
added a dairy alternative wildCREAMERY. 

The main Wildbrine products are 
sauerkraut, salsa, sriracha and kimchi 
while the wildCREAMERY products are 
mainly a substitute for sour cream and 
butter. Goldberg said the company started 
commercial production about a decade 
ago before the plant-based trend had 
momentum, but their initial goal was always 
to provide healthy products utilizing plants. 
“I don’t think we were visionaries,” he said. 
“But we are passionate about what we do, 
and it is a philosophy. We live and walk the 
talk. We are plant forward.”

iStock

◀ Continued from page 27
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“Plant-forward 
diet is not about 
excluding or limiting 
food groups. It is 
simply about being 
more mindful of 
how to add and 
enjoy more plants 
on the plate.”

The company is committed to utilizing 
fresh products in its process such as whole 
ginger and Goldberg said they processed 10 
million pounds of cabbage last year. “I think 
the plant-based market is just beginning. 
People are more aware of eating healthy. 
Our product is good for the gut and people 
who are concerned about gut health are our 
customers. Our product is taking off through 
gorilla marketing and becoming more and 
more popular.”

For the fresh produce industry, the plant-
based food craze is somewhat of a double-
edge sword. The industry loves the concept 
as there is no sector that embodies the 
movement more fully than whole fruit, 
vegetable and nut producers. On the other 
hand, plant-based product discussion 
typically focuses on processed products and 
meat alternatives, as illustrated above. Whole 
and packaged raw produce often isn’t part of 
the conversation.

The Produce for Better Health Foundation 
(PBH), an industry organization dedicated 
to increasing consumption of fruits and 
vegetables, has taken a different approach 
to the plant-based trend. Wendy Reinhardt 
Kapsak, president and CEO of the 
organization, explains that it is an inclusive 
view, embracing all styles of eating that 
prioritize plants – vegetables, fruits, nuts, 
seeds, legumes and whole grains – without 
excluding other food groups.

PBH has adopted the term plant-forward, 
and published a guide designed solely to 
put more plants on the plate. “You don’t 
have to create anything new,” she said. 
“You can be compliant by simply adding 
more fruits and vegetables to your plate.”

She said a plant-forward diet is not about 
excluding or limiting food groups. It is 
simply about being more mindful of how 
to add and enjoy more plants on the plate. 
“Flavorful fruits and vibrant vegetables, 
satisfying whole grains and a variety of 
wholesome, nutrient-packed foods such 
as legumes, nuts and seeds, edamame and 
tofu are the mainstays,” says the PBH guide. 
“Low-fat milk and dairy products, seafood, 

lean meat, poultry and eggs are also parts 
of this balanced diet and complement plant 
foods deliciously and nutritiously.”

PBH defines “plant-based” products  
more narrowly, preferring that the  
phrase be used to identify food product 
made with 100 percent plants, such as 

chickpea-based chicken nuggets or pea-
protein burgers made entirely of plants.  
Or nut milks and soy products. It also 
includes produce in any form, including 
fresh, canned or frozen. Kapsak believes  
the “plant-forward” message is inclusive as  
it is not as restrictive as a vegetarian or  
vegan diet and allows more people to  
achieve success in adopting a healthier 
lifestyle without too many rules. PBH has 

launched its “Have a Plant” movement 
to tap into the emotional connection 
consumers have to the fruit and vegetable 
eating experience while inspiring long-term, 
sustainable behavior change.

She said the movement capitalizes on the 
tailwind that is the plant-forward trend 
driven largely by inhabitants of Generation Z  
and Millennials, who are committed to 
eating healthier. Like the others interviewed, 
Kapsak believes the movement has legs.

PBH has a blueprint to help retailers launch 
plant-forward promotions and increase 
consumption of the category. “We’d love to 
see more retailers partner with PBH to have 
a plant-forward section that promotes fresh 
produce in an inclusive way that includes the 
whole store.”

She added that the plant-forward 
movement is a great opportunity for 
fresh produce companies to capitalize 
on the “large tailwind in our sails” and 
move the consumption needle forward. 

For far too long, Reinhardt said the 
consumption of fruits and vegetables  
has been stagnant. “We are trying to  
lead the change.” ■

Tim Linden is editor of Fresh Produce & Floral 
Council’s quarterly magazine, Fresh Digest.
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By Trish Moratto

What’s Poppin’:

the retailer
Small in Size, Big in Clout

Pop Up Grocer in NYC. Photo by Heidis Bridge
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Continued on page 32 ▶

In 2021, consumers are numbing their thumbs scrolling through 
Instagram. In the process, they are constantly bombarded with 
strategically targeted ads for custom-advertised products. Last year, 
shoppers added goods to their carts to balance their macros, soothe with 
CBD and plump with collagen packets. This year, direct-to-consumer 
grocery shopping is gaining ground, bringing the missing in-person 
element to the coveted emerging goods category. 

For early-stage brands, finding the right venue to 
reach customers is valuable. That’s where Pop Up 
Grocer comes in. The company curates a small 
assortment of emerging goods and sells them for  
a limited duration of time. The goal is discovery –  
to connect the up-and-coming product with the 
curious shopper. 

From apple cider vinegar gummies and kelp 
jerky to plant-based lamb, Pop Up Grocer 
is connecting the dots between brands and 
adventurous consumers. And not just any 
consumers: the early adopters – those searching 
for the new and next best thing, be it for their 
professional education or their culinary passion. 

Emily Schildt is the founder and CEO at Pop Up 
Grocer. Before launching this direct-to-consumer 
concept (which she describes as a fusion of 
tradeshow, grocery store and museum), Schildt 
enjoyed a career as a brand marketing consultant. 
The work of launching new products to market 
helped her identify an industry void. 

“From an aesthetic perspective, launching  
into traditional retail can be pretty lackluster,”  
says Schildt. 

Her goal? To create an experience where “invested 
individuals” like shoppers, influencers, venture 
capitalists and buyers can discover and explore new 
products. Pop Up Grocer was born from the desire 
to create that ideal physical environment.

upending the traditional model  
Pop Up Grocer started as an experiment. The initial 
idea quickly caught fire and morphed into a shop 
featuring 350 products. The pop-up market runs for 
30 days in trendy locations, such as Venice, Austin 
and New York. 

Between abundant media coverage and social media 
attention, Schildt quickly realized she had found an 
untapped opportunity. This spring the sixth Pop Up 
Grocer will open in Chicago. 

The Pop Up Grocer model completely bypasses 
distributors. Brands approximate the inventory 
necessary for 30 days and ship directly to the  
pop-up location. Products are then sold on 
consignment, and brands can opt for their excess 
inventory to be shipped back or donated to local 
food banks. Pop Up Grocer charges a 20 percent 
showcase fee, and the brand is paid for 80 percent  
of the sale. Brands set their own retail prices.
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Comparatively, in a traditional retail model, 
the brands would pay a host of fees to 
retailers, including slotting fees, broker fees 
and marketing fees. Plus, brands would 
also endure additional costs from the 
intermediaries, costs they can forgo with the 
Pop Up Grocer model.

“We provide an efficient and direct path to 
market for modern brands,” says Schildt. 
“For smaller companies, it can be challenging 
and costly to get shelf space. Pop Up 
Grocer provides exposure to thousands of 
consumers, members of the media, buyers 
and influences. Getting a modern brand’s 
products in front of those meaningful 
individuals is critical.” 

This type of direct-to-consumer model is not 
revolutionary, but it has gained traction in 
recent years with breakout retailers like Beta, 
Showfield, Naked Retail and Neighborhood 
Goods. Schildt says she hasn’t seen any 
direct competition yet in the grocery space, 
but recognizes the model is growing across 
industries. In the model, brands are charged 
for only a fraction of the overall square 
footage compared to having a full-sized 
store and participate in what amounts to a 
revenue-sharing model. 

With this structure, Pop Up Grocer falls in 
the center of the Venn diagram between 
e-commerce and traditional brick-and-
mortar retail. The company entices 
customers with cache food, beverage, home, 
pet, and body care products that aren’t widely 
available in the market. And the allure of the 
newest trend excites consumers. 

“We also offer factors missing from the 
e-commerce experience,” says Schildt. 
“Once on-site, shoppers have the education, 
humanity and interactions that are missing 
from online-only retailers.” 

take a look 
Although many brands solicit Pop Up Grocer 
for a spot on its shelves, the company is 
committed to only curating items that meet 
three criteria. 

1. Is the product interesting, innovative 
and creative? Is the brand introducing 
something different, novel and 
intriguing? Is the brand sustainable? 

2. For food products, how high-quality are 
the ingredients? Is the company using 
responsible sourcing? 

3. How eye-catching is the packaging?  
Pop Up Grocer believes people shop  
with their eyes, so the appearance  
needs to captivate. 

The goal of having these criteria in place is 
simple: to enhance the relationship with the 
items shoppers can discover. Most brands 
Pop Up Grocer selects come from brand 
partners and community referrals. 

Even with referrals, adhering to the three 
criteria and running a new business during 
the era of the coronavirus has not been 
without challenges.

“We had to adjust timing. All our in-store 
operations were masked, and we developed 
sanitation practices and limited the store’s 
occupancy to six to eight guests at a time,” 
says Schildt. 

Attending events has generally come to a  
halt in pandemic-times, so this grocery-
meets-event provides an experience that 
brings joy and excitement to shoppers in  
a safe and exciting way. And it’s doing so  
at a time when shopping and eating habits 
are changing in response to the pandemic. 

“pop up grocer was born from the desire to 
create that ideal physical environment.”

◀ Continued from page 31

Pop Up Grocer in NYC. Photo by Heidis Bridge

Pop Up Grocer in NYC. Photo by Heidis Bridge
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With less time lost to commutes, shoppers 
are cooking at home and have more time  
to dedicate to meal preparation.

Those combined factors have translated into 
traffic for Pop Up Grocer, consistent with 
pre-Covid-19 times as grocery stores haven’t 
experienced closures. For that, Schildt says, 
she is grateful. 

high praise 
One of the emerging brands that is 
partnering with Pop Up Grocer to  
stock pop-up shelves is Gossamer,  
which describes itself as a company  
“for people who also smoke weed.” 

In 2016, Gossamer launched as a lifestyle 
magazine that covers travel, design, art, 
culture and food – all through a green 
lens. The graphic design, photo essays and 
product recommendations offer an approach 
to cannabis that is unique – and arguably 
more sophisticated – in an industry that has 
come into bloom in recent years. 

Gossamer sells edible CBD treats that  
taste as good as they look and a duo of 
nighttime and morning CBD tinctures. 
Those tinctures, “Dusk” and “Dawn,”  
are representative of products that fit 
naturally with the Pop Up Grocer model. 
The packaging is eye-catching and modern, 
and the products also ultimately fill a unique 
niche since the market is not saturated with 
CBD Turkish delights or morning CBD that 
pairs well with coffee. 

Gossamer has been on the shelf at Pop Up 
Grocer since its first location in Brooklyn, 
New York. The two organizations worked 
together for the CBD X Gossamer collection. 

The relationship is symbiotic. Gossamer 
brings credibility to the curation at Pop Up 
Grocer with a deep understanding of testing, 
quality, ingredients, efficacy and approvals. 

“There are murky and disingenuous brands 
out there on the market,” said Verena von 
Pfetten, co-founder of Gossamer. “Often 
cannabis products are marketed by how to 
get the highest for the cheapest. That’s a total 
disconnect from the community we serve  
 

and our relationship 
with the plant. We insist 
on third-party testing  
to ensure all the claims 
on the package match 
the results.” 

von Pfetten says a goal 
with Gossamer is to 
destigmatize cannabis 
use by putting the 
product alongside 
items consumers are 
comfortable with. 
Customers find the CBD 
products adjacent to 
cheese made from sunflowers  
and upcycled carrots.

With Pop Up Grocer, Gossamer customers 
also have engagement with staff, which can 
really educate shoppers, especially with costs 
running around $65 for a one-ounce bottle 
of product.The product recommendations 
and usage tips from an evangelist can help 
convert the sale, which is a dynamic that Pop 
Up Grocer provides that traditional online or 
brick-and-mortar sales can’t always offer. 

“the pop up grocer concept may 
provide a new path to consumer 
exposure that doesn’t necessarily 
exist otherwise.”

Continued on page 39 ▶

Pop Up Grocer in Los Angeles. Photo by Anna Beeke

Pop Up Grocer in Los Angeles. Photo by Anna Beeke
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Continued on page 36 ▶

A MORE  
TURBULENT 
FUTURE
By Len Lewis

Will consumers be coming back to your 
stores for that old time shopping trip or 
will direct-to-consumer strategies become 
the norm in a post-Covid world and 
permanently change the face of retailing? 

These are questions that a broad spectrum of 
retailers on the domestic and international 
scene are wrestling with as the world enters 
the second year of the devastating pandemic 
with only a faint glimmer of light at the end 
of the tunnel. 

But is it an issue that’s becoming increasingly 
irrelevant since no one will emerge from 
this social and economic debacle unscathed 
or unchanged? To survive and, hopefully, 
flourish retailers must retool for recovery 
by adopting a consumer-first attitude that 
includes enhancing the in–store experience 
as well as preparing for a new era of 
“touchless” selling.

Commenting on its recent CEO survey,  
Bain & Co. noted: “They view the Covid-19 
crisis as a dress rehearsal for a more 
turbulent world to come.”

Much of this turbulence will be the result of 
e-commerce which has jumped five years 
ahead of it time and industry observers will 
be forced to up their investments in online 
selling and marketing.

“If 2020 has taught us anything, it’s that 
nothing is outside the realm of possibility as 
far as the future goes,” says Ciaran Bollard, 
CEO of Kooomo, an ecommerce platform 
provider. “Brick and mortar retailers were 
forced to place digital transformation at the 
top of their agendas and online retailers 
have had to respond to the immediate, 
and unprecedented changes to consumer 
behavior at the hands of Covid-19.

In catching up with the latest research on what the post-

pandemic retail world will look like, Covid-19 appears to 

be a test run for operating in retail’s disjointed future.
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“2021 is set to be an exciting year,”  
Bollard added. “There may be some  
difficult times ahead for the industry  
as a whole. But retailers who implement 

these strategies, and other innovations 
will differentiate themselves from 
their competitors and have a better 

chance of succeeding.”

This may be the key to battling 
Amazon’s increasingly 
pervasive presence in retailing. 

Joe Jensen, vice president 
of Intel’s IoT group and general 

manager of retail, banking, hospitality and 
education has said, “consumers want to 
remove all the friction and hassle from their 
life. They’ll gravitate toward what’s easiest 
every time. So while price is important, 
experience is even more so. Retailers may 
blame Amazon for the challenges they face, 

but in reality it is about rapidly changing 
consumer expectations. Online retailers 
like Amazon have simply been nimbler in 
meeting these needs.” 

That may be changing as well, according 
to observers who note that Walmart is 
expanding its use of robotics to speed up 
order fulfillment times in order to defend 
its position against Amazon Prime’s 
membership model. At present, the chain 
is planning to build 20,000–35,000-square-
foot within or next to specific stores to cut 
fulfillment and delivery times.

“What we want to do is fill as many orders 
as we can,” said Tom Ward, Walmart’s 
senior vice president of customer product. 
“The system allows us to pick orders and 
dispense them with great speed.” Details of 
the time savings have yet to be released.

But the issue is much broader than 
online selling, industry observers said. 
Retailers have to prove to consumers 
that their stores are worth visiting and 
not just dark store repositories for toilet 
paper, paper towels and sanitizers. 

“It is an opportunity for flexible retailers to 
rebrand themselves by keeping consumers 
center stage in everything from the in-store 
experience to supply chain strategies,” one 
consultant noted.

This rebranding process could include new 
locations as well as formats. A business brief 
by Retail Dive said that with traffic down 
nearly 50 percent, some normally popular 
malls are retooling leases as they come out 
of the pandemic. This includes inviting in 
new non-retail tenants, according to market 
research firm Placer.ai. 

Additionally, the company found that 
pandemic-related trends will continue, 
including a boom by value-oriented 
retailers like dollar stores and other deep 
discounters, warehouse clubs, Walmart 
and Target. Still unclear is whether the 
exodus from the cities like New York 

◀ Continued from page 35

“To survive and, hopefully, flourish, retailers 

must retool for recovery by adopting a 

consumer-first attitude that includes enhancing 

the in–store experience as well as preparing 

for a new era of ‘touchless’ selling.”
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which experienced a 42 percent drop in 
population, could lead to a new retail 
mix on suburban streets or in malls.

This indicates a geographic shift  
among consumers, which could lead  
some retailers who cater primarily to  
city shoppers to follow them into  
suburban areas.

Meantime, consumer habits data from 
Accenture indicate that ecommerce 
purchasing will increase an estimated 169 
percent in the post-pandemic period not 
only due to health and safety issues but the 
fact that 86 percent of consumers surveyed 
plan to continue working from home.

This was evident at this year’s virtual 
CES event where many products were 
geared to safety and comfort. For 
example, Targus introduced a number of 
products for disinfecting workstations. 
Dell introduced a monitor designed 
specifically for angled videoconferencing 
calls and Shure has a new microphone to 
enhance sound quality during zoom calls. 

Disinfectants, air purifiers and touchless 
gadgets were also presented by appliance 
companies including Kohler and LG. 

The focus was also on home delivery and 
curb pickup of online purchases, both of 
which are likely to continue post pandemic, 
according to retailers like Corie Barry, ceo 
of Best Buy. Speaking at a CES session she 
noted: “The pandemic has forced people and 
companies to try out these new fulfillment 
methods, in effect normalizing them.”

This may be the key to retail survival, 
according to a McKinsey & Co., 
survey which revealed that 67 percent 
of consumers are optimistic that 
businesses will recover if they implement 
sustainable long-term solutions. 

Although the question of when more people 
will return to physical shopping trips remains 
up in the air, it will involve technology 
that makes them feel safe. As such, many 
restaurants have introduced digital menus, 
enabling customers from touching things 
others have handled, Computer Weekly 

reported. One example is the Breakfast 
Club chain, which is using QR code on 
tables to direct people to its online menu. 

On another front, British cosmetics retailer 
Lush has introduced an app called Lush Lens, 
which customers use to scan products and 
read the packaging for information without 
having to touch the products. 

In the U.S. Moosejaw, an outdoor 
apparel retailer is giving tablets to store 
employees who scan QR codes on 
garments and then ask customers a few 
questions about their body type in order 
to get them the best fit without using 
changing rooms. This combines the 
demand for personalization with safety.

And since April, Frasers Property at malls in 
Singapore has been using mobile robots that 
emit UV disinfecting light in order to insure 
shopper safety and to reduce the amount of 
labor needed for cleaning.

“The pandemic has forced people 

and companies to try out these 

new fulfillment methods, in effect 

normalizing them.”

Continued on page 38 ▶
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Emerging from the pandemic also means 
developing ways to avoid potential 

disruptions in the supply chain and 
discouraging panic buying. As such, 
growth in product sales will continue 
after the pandemic, but not at as rapid 

a pace, according to McKinsey. This 
includes an estimated 9 percent increase 

in purchase of household supplies; nine 
percent in over-the-counter drugs and seven 
percent in groceries, compared with a 15 
percent increase prior to the pandemic.

Any slowdown in growth can be traced 
to increased use of digital or low-contact 
channels. For example, eight percent of 
consumers intend to continue getting 
restaurant deliveries, and 11 percent will 
maintain grocery delivery, bringing to 51 
percent the total percentage of consumers 
using the latter service. Along these lines, 
nine percent more consumers are expected 
to use BOPIS (buy-online-pickup-in-store) 
after Covid. This rises to 12 percent for 
curbside pickup. 

As online capabilities become more 
ubiquitous, retailers have to explore new 
ways to differentiate themselves from 
competitors and prove their value, according 
to McKinsey. This includes delivery speed, 

wider assortment and personalization. 
However, it also puts productivity under 
pressure, resulting in the need for more 
expensive logistics systems to handle 
higher inventory needed for increased 
customer demand, it was noted.

Here, the question is not only whether 
companies are wiling to make these and 
other changes, but to stick with them 
once the Covid crisis in the rear view.

This was one of the conclusions in a report 
from PwC global strategy leaders Blair 
Sheppard and Kevin Burrowes which stated: 
“With the arrival of vaccines that hold out 
the possibility of a resumption of many 
activities, companies will actually face their 
biggest test – can they make fundamental 
change decisions in an accelerated timeline. 
Are they able to apply, in a post-virus 
environment, the agile and crisply executed 
managerial processes they embraced when 
survival was at risk?

Companies also have to think about 
unintended consequences, they said.  
“Some meat packers ignored worker  
safety to maintain profits and that  
choice came back to harm them in  
fines and reputation. ■

“Although the question of 

when more people will 

return to physical shopping 

trips remains up in the air, 

it will involve technology 

that makes them feel safe.”

◀ Continued from page 37
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the experience economy 
Pop Up Grocer is also a natural fit as the 
economy becomes more experience-driven. 

“This model is something we need to 
rediscover with food, in this digicentric 
world,” says entrepreneur Will Rosenzweig. 
“So much about food is our live interaction 
with individual products.”

Rosenzweig has a lifetime of experience 
watching brands launch into the marketplace. 
As an entrepreneur, investor and advisor 
to entrepreneurs through his work at the 
Haas School of Business at the University of 
California, Berkeley, Rosenzweig can identify 
a good idea when he sees one. For him, the 
concept of Pop Up Grocer harkens back to 
when he was the founder and first CEO of 
The Republic of Tea. To make impressions 
on consumers, he would stand in front of 
grocery stores and Macy’s serving tea. 

“Especially for the early part of a product 
launch, the Pop Up Grocer concept may 
provide a new path to consumer exposure 
that doesn’t necessarily exist otherwise,” 

says Rosenzweig. “People are often so busy 
that they aren’t going into the grocery store 
and really spending time reading about the 
products.” 

Pop Up Grocer is helping bridge shoppers 
from a digital realm into an in-person 
experiential realm. Indeed, the model creates 
the potential for consumers to be so excited 
about the in-store experience that they then 
go back online to share about it. 

According to Rosenzweig, Pop Up Grocer 
also bypasses the very real vulnerabilities 
many small brands faced in 2020 and into 
2021, with their reliance on co-packers. 
There has been such a proliferation of small 
direct-to-consumer companies that have 
small runs and face abundant challenges in 
scaling up and meeting demand. The pop-up 
model inherently avoids the fall out of this 
problem, avoiding the empty shelves seen at 
large retailers when enough inventory can’t 
be secured. 

Schildt herself recognizes that Pop Up 
Grocer does not offer space for long-term 
sales in a reliable way. 

Rosenzweig also explores questions about 
the long-term strategy for Pop Up Grocer: 
How far will people actually drive to visit? 
It’s an unusual time given Covid-19 and 
various workers’ issues. Is the initial success 
sustainable? How will Pop Up Grocer 
produce a long-term competitive advantage? 
If the model gains ground, how will large 
retailers respond? He does, however, nod  
to the concept as being inherently fun,  
“like theater.” 

The question Rosenzweig poses about how 
retailers could respond will be tied into the 
bandwidth large corporate retailers have to 
be proactive. “So many business choices in 
2020 were reactively made in order to handle 
the pandemic,” he says. 

“It’s wonderful that Pop Up Grocer is  
off to the races,” says Rosenzweig.  
“But remember, it takes 15 years to  
become an overnight success.” ■

“the model creates the 
potential for consumers to be 
so excited about the in-store 
experience that they then go 
back online to share about it.”

◀ Continued from page 33
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OUTSIDE THE BOX
NEW RETAIL PERSPECTIVES

!

Cherries Blossom

Vegan  
Makeup

Fresh cherries from the southern-most growing area in California are moving north and it like a 
banner year for the category, according to an interview in The Packer with Chris Zanobini, Executive 
Director of the California Cherry Board. “We’re looking forward to 2021 being an excellent year in 
terms of both volume and quality,” he said. Essential workers got the industry through last year’s 
harvest and packing season and California cherry packers reached out to health officials and began a 
relationship targeted at protecting those who work in the fields and packing facilities, Zanobini noted. 

Chipotle and e.l.f. Cosmetics are 
introducing a new makeup collection 
that includes 12 shades of eyeshadow 
inspired by ingredients such as rice, 
beans, salsa and guacamole, Ad Age 
reports. There’s also “Make It Hot” lip 
gloss, an “Extra Guac” sponge set and  
an “Eyes. Chips. Face” makeup bag.  
The vegan, cruelty-free products are 
being sold by both brands on their 
websites starting March 10, and on 
virtual shopping platform NTWRK,  
the magazine said.

Walmart Canada is juicing up its fresh and 
frozen operations with a $56 million distribution 
center in Moncton, NB – the chain’s first in 
Atlantic Canada. The facility will serve all 43 

stores in the area and will create 200 jobs inside 
the facility.

The Great  
White North

Walmart’s Intelligent Retail Lab (IRL) in New York is working to refine 
intelligent inventory management – a shopping environment to explore AI 
using that uses sensors and cameras to track purchases in its farmers market 
section – move that supports fresh produce from community farms while 
lowering the carbon footprint.

Intelligent Produce
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OUTSIDE THE BOX

Eating More  
OR Less?
A State of the 
Plate report 
by the Produce 
for Better Health 
Foundation indicates 
that total produce consumption 
is down 3 percent with vegetables 
off 4 percent. On the other hand, 
a report from the California 
Agriculture department by 
the Giannini Foundation, says 
Americans are eating more fresh vegetables. 
None of this takes the pandemic or its long 
term implications into account.

Down in Flavortown
For consumers looking to give their taste buds 

a jolt, spice blends most of which are rich in 
disease-fighting antioxidants, are the key, an 

article in the Men’s Journal reports, pointing 
to artisanal fusions like Asian-influenced 

Umami mixes or Mexican adobo 
spices and chili powders infused with 
pineapple and citrus.

2021 may be the International 
Year of Fruits and Vegetables, 
but the next five will be one 
of conscious consumption, 
according to recent article in 
AmericaFruit magazine. This 
initiative seeks to transform 
fruit and vegetable consumption 
from conscious eating into 
an unconscious or automatic 
behavior among consumers.

Off-premise dining isn’t slowing any time 
soon. In fact, it’s bigger than ever with 
consumers on pace to increase the $486 
billion spent last year and more restaurants 
opening ghost or virtual kitchens to 
produce and deliver a wider variety 
of edibles. Millennials are driving the 
business, according to research showing 
four in 10 are ordering from restaurants 
at least twice a week – a group labeled 
“restaurant enthusiasts”. And 38 percent 
of these are high-income customers.

Culinary  
Hustle

A New Era
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Essential Service

Farmer’s markets, once considered a social event and a community gathering 
place, became an essential source of food during the pandemic that was 
considered safer than the local grocery store. The markets have also become 
a valuable backstop for farmers and manufacturers who lost their foodservice 
sales virtually overnight. According to surveys by Stanford University, 
popularity of farmers markets escalated as producers redirected food from 
wholesale to direct-to-consumer channels, and farmers found new ways to 
collaborate to generate revenue and keep food from going to waste.
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Can you share what the journey 
looked like from university student to  
“The Buried Life” TV show and 
becoming a New York Times’s  
“Best Selling” author?

Nemtin: In university, my friends and I felt 
buried. We felt buried by school, by work, 
and by the day to day. As a result, we weren’t 
doing the things that we truly wanted to do 
and we weren’t happy. 

My friends Dave, Duncan, Jonnie and I got 
together and decided we were going to do 
something about this void we were feeling 
and asked ourselves the question, “What do 
you want to do before you die?” We made 
a list of 100 things to do before you die and 
decided that for every item we crossed off 
of our bucket list, we would help a complete 
stranger accomplish something on their list. 

Serendipitously, Jonnie was assigned a poem 
in English class called “The Buried Life,” 
which articulated our feelings to a T, so we 
decided to call this project, “The Buried 
Life.” We borrowed an RV, bought a second 
hand camera so we could film the journey 
and hit the road for two weeks one summer 
to tackle our list. What happened next was a 
mix of luck and magic. 

People started to hear about our mission 
and wanted to help. Total strangers would 

contact us and offer to help us cross items off 
our list, and on the flip side, people would 
send us their biggest dreams asking for our 
help. That two week road trip has lasted over 
10 years and it has become a philosophy 
to live life by: prioritize the things that are 
important to you try not to get buried. Since 
then, we’ve crossed off items we thought 
were impossible, like #53: Make a TV Show, 
#19: Write a #1 New York Times Bestseller 
and #93: Play Basketball with President 
Obama. We’ve helped countless folks over 
the years and have learned that this resonates 
even more than doing things for yourself. 

Do you think it is important for 
everyone to have a bucket list and 
why do you think it is important?

Definitely. At its root, a bucket list is a list 
of the most important things you want to 
do in your life. In other words, it is a list of 
things that you think will bring you the most 
fulfillment and happiness. It’s important to 
stop and think about what you truly value. 
A lot of people have never done this. It’s 
important to write the list because that helps 
you prioritize these things that deserve your 
energy and attention. So at a very basic level, 
a bucket list forces you to think about what’s 
important and reminds you to take steps 
towards those things. 

A lot of people just don’t know 
where to get started. Are there 
any secrets that work for you 
and the guys that you can share 
with us in terms of getting things 
checked off a bucket list?

That’s very common; here are five steps that 
will help you cross things off your bucket list:

Think About What’s Important: Before 
you start your list, make sure you’re 
going after the right things. Think about 
what’s important to you, not what’s 
important to your friends, your family 
or the people around you. Listen to your 
gut and your heart. What excites you? 
What makes you feel butterflies in your 
stomach just thinking about it? Get used 
to hearing people say you can’t do it. If 
people say that you’re crazy, that’s a good 
sign. If you’re scared, even better.

1. Write it Down: The act of writing it down 
means you’re taking an idea in your head 
and you’re making it real. You’re taking 
something that’s intangible and making it 
tangible. This gives your dreams their first 
breath of life.

2. Share: If you don’t talk about your list, no 
one can help you. Sometimes people keep 
their dreams inside because they are afraid 
of what others might think or that others 
will know if they fail. 

 The reality is people will step up in the 
most unexpected ways to help you if you 
talk about your goals passionately and 
authentically (either in person or online). 

15  MINUTES WITH…

PRODUCER, WRITER, SPEAKER

B e n  N e m t i n

Ben Nemtin shares the lessons learned from a 
decade spent pursuing the items on his bucket list.

Continued on page 44 ▶



|  ALABAMA GROCER44

3. Be Unstoppable: It’s not going to be easy 
and you’re going to hear ‘no’ a lot. I’ve 
learned that ‘no’ doesn’t always mean ‘no’, 
it usually means ‘not now’. As a result, 
you may have to approach any potential 
roadblocks in creative new ways. People 
trick themselves into thinking external 
forces are the reason they can’t do 
something. I believe the simple truth is 
that you fail because you stop trying. 

4. Take Moonshots: 99% of the world is 
convinced they can’t do great things so 
they aim for realistic goals. This means the 
level of competition is highest for realistic 
goals. Therefore, you have a better chance 
of achieving unrealistic goals because there 
is less competition. Do not underestimate 
yourself and overestimate the competition. 
You will surprise yourself. In addition, 
having a spectacular goal motivates you 
to keep moving forward and attracts like 
minded people to your side.

5. Give: This fills you up in a way that doing 
things for yourself doesn’t. In addition, 
when people see you out in the world 
helping others, they are more inclined to 
help you. The film Into the Wild has a 
great quote: “Happiness is only real when 
it’s shared”. When I look back at the past 
10 years of crossing off list items, it’s the 
moments when I’ve been able to step into 
someone else’s life and share in their big 
moment that stick with me.

The Buried Life is clearly a labor 
of love created by four very good 
friends. How do you think your life 
would be different had you never met 
Duncan, Dave and Jonnie?

Absolutely. I wouldn’t be living in the US 
with my incredible fiancé, I wouldn’t have 
such a diverse group of friends and I’d 
probably have less frequent flyer miles.  
It’s funny how small decisions or encounters 
can change the trajectory of your life. 

You seem like one of the most 
positive people on the planet but 
I have also heard you actually 
struggled with depression in your 
teen years. What can you share  
about your experience and how  
you coped with it?

I got really depressed in my first year of 
university and dropped out. I retreated into 
my parent’s house and didn’t leave much. 
That was a really dark, difficult time for me. 

It wasn’t until my friends came and pulled 
me out of the house that summer to go live 
and work in another town that I finally 
started feeling like my old self. That was the 
beginning of a long road of learning what 
I needed to be healthy and it’s a road that I 
am still on. I coped by finding friends and 
professionals to talk to, people I loved and 
trusted. They helped me through the tough 
times and gave me the tools that I needed 
to maintain a healthy balance in my life 

(think exercise, meditation, sleep, support). 
I learned that I have a tendency to push 
myself too hard and if I don’t have balance, 
I get in trouble. I am also learning to feel 
and communicate my feelings in a more 
authentic way, which isn’t easy for me to do. 

What have you learned about people 
through The Buried Life project that 
surprised you? And what have you 
learned about yourself along the way 
that surprised you?

I’ve learned that if you give someone the 
chance to be a hero, they take it. Folks are 
generally willing to help if you just ask and 
that has been a really cool realization from 
the get-go. It’s made me believe in humanity. 
The only way we cross items off our list or 
help other people accomplish their goals is 
from the help of other people. 

The one thing I’ve learned about myself 
(and I know it sounds cheesy) is that I can 
do anything. This is the one thing I try to 
hammer home in my keynote talks because 
it’s so powerful when you get it. Anyone can 
do anything; it’s kind of that simple. 

What is one of your favorite 
memories checking something  
off your list?

I think #95: Play Basketball with Obama.  
We put it on the list for fun because it was 
the most impossible thing we could think of. 

We were going to university in Canada at the 
time and had absolutely no connection to 
DC, let alone the White House, so it seemed 
like a ridiculous goal. In our first attempt, 
we drove our 1968 purple transit bus to DC 
and started asking people on the street if they 
knew anyone in the White House. 

That failed (obviously) but we realized that a 
lot of politicians have their information listed 
publicly so we reached out to all of them and 
started lobbying in DC to play basketball 
against President Obama. We finally got the 
attention of the President’s personal aide 
(Reggie Love at the time) and he was all 
about our idea and said he would run it by 
the White House press team. 

We waited two excruciating weeks for our 

◀ Continued from page 43
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 “This is the one thing I try to hammer home in my 
keynote talks because it’s so powerful when  
you get it. Anyone can do anything; it’s kind of  
that simple.”
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answer and they ultimately denied our 
request. We were devastated. The next time 
we were in DC, Reggie offered to show 
us the White House basketball courts as 
consolation, mentioning that the President 
was out of town. We raced to rent suits 
(what do you wear to the White House?) 
and met Reggie in the West Wing and he 
gave us a private tour. He then took us down 
to the basketball courts where there is one 
presidential basketball. 

As we were shooting around, President 
Obama strolled on the court and completely 
surprised us saying, “Hey, I heard you guys 
were in town. I thought the least I could do is 
shoot a basket with you.” 

We were dumbstruck. We shot around and 
chatted with the President for the next 20 
minutes, battling shot-for-shot with him on 
the court. He is such an incredibly genuine 

person, we immediately forgot that he was 
the President and just had fun with him. 

It was an extraordinary day because it was 
the moment that we realized, “Oh my God, 
anything is possible”. As I mentioned above, 
this was the most unimaginable thing 
we could think of putting on the list and 
somehow, it happened. 

What is one of your favorite 
memories checking something  
off someone else’s list?

The first person we ever helped was a guy 
named Brent. Brent had emailed us asking if 
we could help him take pizzas down to the 
homeless shelter. 

We didn’t have much money but this was 
something we knew we could help with. 
When we met Brent we learned that the 
reason he wanted to bring pizzas down to  

the homeless shelter was because he used to 
live in that same shelter and he said when 
people brought in food it felt like someone 
actually cared about him. 

We learned that he had been able to leave the 
shelter because he had started a landscaping 
business. That business relied on his truck 
and his truck had just broken down. He 
never asked us for help with the truck so we 
thought, “We gotta help this guy”. 

We pooled our money and went to a used car 
lot and offered the owner $480 for a $2100 
truck. He gave it to us. When we surprised 
Brent with the keys, you could tell how much 
this meant to him. We still stay in touch with 
Brent, 10 years later. ■

15 MINUTES WITH…
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T h e  S e n s e  M e m o r y  o f  N o r m a l

My hint that I’d needed him, and our tiny 
humans, to come along on a family shop for 
the first time in over a year. He raised an 
eyebrow and reminded me that the big box 
warehouse store we frequent is accessible  
via Instacart. 

“I like going in person,” I told him. “The kids 
can pick their own snacks; we can look at 
swing sets.”

He smiled, shrugged, and promised the kids 
dessert if they were on their best behavior at 
the store. 90 minutes and 600 dollars later, 
our trunk was full, our bank account was in a 
state of shock, and our kids were giddy with 
the normalcy of it all. 

I loved every second of it. 

I’ve always loved shopping for food. I 
remember the feelings of security and 
excitement when leaving the store with a 
cart full of food as a kid, anticipating the 
treats and family meals the week ahead 
had in store. As a young adult, shopping 
for one was a symbol of my independence 
and ability to take care of myself. 

As a mom, there is so much implied meaning 
in each of the places I regularly shop. Big box 
shopping feels like being prepared. It means 
full pantry shelves and a well-stocked freezer. 
The family-run grocer I’ve been visiting since 
childhood makes me feel like I’m supporting 

my community and recreating foundational 
memories through meals. And the quirky 
European chain that’s carved a niche in my 
town never fails to leave me marveling at my 
budgeting mastery. 

As we roamed the aisles of the warehouse 
store, my son excitedly greeted strangers 
through his mask. Wantonly sharing tidbits 
about his preschool classmates and little 
sister that he thought they should know. 
For the most part he was ignored and was 

surprised that no one was as excited as he 
was to be out and about doing normal things 
in the almost normal world. 

It will take some time, I think, for us to 
remember how to exist normally with one 
another again; to smile at strangers or laugh 
at the awkward excitement of small children. 
All those little things that make for silent 
chuckles or fleeting grins, a part of regular 
life that seemed to fade behind our masks 
for a moment in time. It will happen, as 
normalcy once again feels normal. Until it 
does, I will continue to relish the beautiful 

little moments that 
make a life, like 
looking at swing sets 
somewhere between 
the produce and  
motor oil. ■

I told my husband it was a two-cart kind of day.

MOMMY BLOGGER
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