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Background Information  
 

Viva Tierra Organic, Inc., (VTO) is a leading marketer 

of organic apples and pears in North America and the 

première importer of fresh organic produce from South 

America. Our organic apples, pears, and onions are 

available year-round. Seasonal items, such as peaches, 

pluots and kiwis are available as well. VTO sells fresh 

organic produce to retail chains and wholesalers 

throughout North America and to importers overseas. 

The company is a highly regarded pioneer in the 

organic industry.  

The company was founded in 1984 in rural Skagit 

County, Washington.  Our business today is 

headquartered in Mount Vernon, WA, small town nestled on the banks of the Skagit River.  The company has 

expanded substantially from humble beginnings, and today VTO represents organic growers in both North and 

South America. The Viva Tierra Organic brand is well known for high quality fruits and vegetables. We also 

sell for a number of growers under their own labels, and custom pack for select retail customers under their 

respective brands. 

Our network of third-party certified, independent organic growers are professional, innovative pioneers in 

sustainable agriculture who produce the best-tasting, highest quality produce available anywhere.  We applaud 

the dedication and hard work of all our growers, and are enthusiastic about bringing the fruits of their labors to 

appreciative customers.  VTO is committed to selling organically grown products with the goal of providing 

optimum prices and service to our growers and suppliers around the world; superior quality and service to our 

customers; and a healthy, team spirited working environment for our employees. This mission will be fulfilled 

as we strive to leave a better environment and a more fertile land for future generations. 

Currently, VTO employs ten people full-time at our Mount Vernon headquarters, as well as having four 

additional employees working out of satellite offices in Washington, California and New Hampshire.   

As a sales agent our services include marketing expertise, production assistance, branding, labeling, 

certification management and logistics coordination to facilitate the best return to our growers and the best 

supply to our customers.  We strive to cultivate long term, mutually beneficial relationships with our industry 

partners, from growers to packers to storage and transportation providers. 

Additional information about the company can be found online at www.vivatierra.com.   

 

Annual Reporting Commitment 

 
On April 28th, 2008 Viva Tierra Organic, Inc. (then known as CF Fresh, Inc.) became a member of the 

Sustainable Food Trade Association (SFTA). This organization provides business in the organic food trade with 

guidelines and recommendations for how to embody sustainability in their own operations. The SFTA spent two 

years compiling input from organic growers, distributors, processors, retailers and certifiers to create an 11-

point action plan titled “Declaration of Sustainability in the Organic Food Trade.” Companies that sign the 

pledge commit to continuous improvement and transparency around practices in key areas.   
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Each year, we will strive for continuous progressive improvement and to practice transparency in annually 

auditing our performance and selecting reporting metrics that are relevant to our business. This report is a 

compilation of information we have collected to quantify our sustainability efforts and achievements for the 

2016-2017 operational year. 

Throughout this report, tables containing the SFTA's Core Metrics and Indicators appear.  These are elements of 

critical importance across the food trade, but not all relate directly to VTO’s business activities.  An important 

aspect of SFTA's mission is to standardize the reporting of sustainability efforts and metrics across all members 

of the association, in order to better measure the collective strides made towards enhanced sustainability.  In 

addition to these specific data elements, the report includes narratives, charts, graphs and photographs that tell 

the story of our sustainability journey. 

 

1. ORGANIC AND LAND USE PRACTICES 

Viva Tierra Organic has always been an organic produce company, and 

intends to remain Organic to the Core®. Unlike many produce companies 

now involved in the organic market, our company did not begin as a 

conventional sales agency and then move into organics later, as the 

movement became popular and profitable; we began as a very, very small 

organic marketer in 1984, and grew along with the organic industry.  Our 

commitment to organic and sustainable agriculture is the very core of our 

business philosophy.   

We are certified organic as a marketer by Oregon Tilth, and are steadfast in 

our support and involvement in the organic industry.  While we do own one 

organic farm in Chile, for the most part our contribution lies in marketing 

the fruit of our network of independent growers. For this reason at this time 

we are reporting to SFTA as an organic marketer – a role that is integral to 

the success of our many organic growers.   

Under organic regulations, farms must use organic methods for three years 

before they can market their products as organic.  We are pleased to be able to support growers through this 

period, as they bring new acreage into organic production.  In the 2016-2017 season, we sold a small amount of 

fruit from an orchard in transition to becoming organic.  Additionally, one import shipment was found to 

contain a prohibited insect pest and required fumigation.  This fruit, stripped of its organic status and sold as 

conventional in accordance with NOP regulations, represented a small portion of our sales.   

 

1. Organic and Land Use Practices 
1.04   1.05 

% Total Sales Organic   % +/- Organic Sales vs. Last Year (>95% Organic 
Ingredients) 

99.41%   +0.36% 
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2. DISTRIBUTION & SOURCING   

 

Although as a sales agent we don’t own or operate any delivery trucks, we always strive to streamline our 

logistics to ensure that products are shipped the minimum distance possible in the most efficient way possible. 

 

We ship using ocean-going vessels instead of 

airfreight and use rail transport as an alternative to 

trucks where feasible.  We make certain that trucks are 

fully loaded and efficiently routed to make the most of 

our transportation mileage.  

 

In 2011 we began a trial using a new style of box for 

our imported argentine pears which increased the 

number of boxes stackable per pallet from 56 to 64, 

adding 14% more fruit to each pallet shipped.  The 

trial was a success, and in 2015-2016 this 64 box/pallet 

configuration was used for 97% of the pears imported 

from Argentina in 18kg (full size) boxes, saving over 350 pallet movements through the supply chain.  We also 

began increasing the pallet efficiency of our 10kg half box pears from Argentina, bringing the number of boxes 

from 91 to 98 per pallet, which increases the fruit delivered by each pallet by 7%.   

 

In 2016-2017, our pear shipments on pallets of 64 

boxes fell to 68% due to an increased usage of 

container shipments.  Shipping containers need open 

airspace above the pallets to ensure proper air 

circulation to maintain refrigerated temperatures, so 

pallets of 56 boxes are a better fit.  The gradual change 

in international maritime shipping to favor containers 

may eventually reverse our palletization gains, but we 

will continue to pursue the most efficient loads 

configurations available.   

 

Following our success with more efficient pear 

palletization, we also moved more of our imported apples from 49 boxes/pallet to 56 boxes/pallet. In 2015-

2016, we reduced the share of 49 box pallets to just over 20% of our total imported apples.  In 2016-2017, the 

share of pallets shipped at 56 boxes/pallet increased to 85%.  Despite the fact that the overall volume was down 

over the previous season, we still eliminated 675 potential pallet movements with this seemingly minor change 

in palletization.  The efficiency of our distribution increases as every pallet of fruit has from 7% to 14% more 

product onboard. This improves the sustainability ‘downstream’ in the distribution channels as well, through 

our customers’ transportation and warehousing operations. 
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3. ENERGY USE 

 

In July of 2015 Viva Tierra Organic moved headquarters to a 

completely restored historic brick building in downtown Mount 

Vernon.  In addition to refurbishing the building inside and out, 

we installed a new solar system consisting of 36 Itek panels 

rated at 270 watts with 18 Blue Frog Micro-Inverters.  Micro 

inverters were used to maximize the efficiency of the panels.  

When inverters are set up in an array they can produce only as 

much as the least efficient panel.  Since micro inverters are 

hooked to only two panels, this system minimizes production 

loss when shading or low sun angle impacts individual panels. 

 

Because the system is tied to the electrical grid, energy that 

exceeds the facility’s needs is pumped back onto the grid and 

sold to Puget Sound Energy (PSE) our local electrical utility.  

Of the electricity produced on site, 1440 KWH of surplus solar 

energy were returned to the grid for use by other PSE clients.  

 

PSE reports that their electrical supply consists of 34% hydro, 31% coal, 29% natural gas, 4% wind, 1% nuclear 

and 1% other.  Therefore, 40% of the purchased electricity utilized by VTO comes from renewable sources. 

 

Beyond simply producing solar electricity at our facility, we also 

focused a great deal on increasing the energy efficiency of the 

remodeled Mount Vernon office.  Features include: 

 

• Tankless hot water heaters in each of the bathrooms 

• Advanced thermal insulating Argon-filled Low-E  

double-paned windows 

• Insulating “honeycomb” blinds 

• Energy Star appliances  

• Energy efficient lighting 

• LED monitors 

• HVAC with computerized, area specific thermostats 
 

3. Energy Use 
3.18   3.20 

Total Renewable Energy, Purchased and 
Generated (BTUs) 

% +/- Renewable Energy (BTU's) vs. Last Year 

71,278,181.28 -4.80% 
3.21 3.22 

Total Energy Use (BTUs) % +/- Total Energy Use (BTU's) vs. Last Year 

205,770,899.20 -6.12% 
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4. CLIMATE CHANGE AND AIR EMISSIONS 

 

Our emissions calculations are complex due to the widespread sourcing and global shipping of our myriad 

products.  Emissions are assumed to be offset somewhat by the organic orchards our business efforts support, 

but we have not yet established a comprehensive calculation of our CO2 or other GHG emissions.   

 

In addition to the distribution of our products, in 2012 we had an opportunity to consider the impact of our trade 

show attendance.  In a typical year, Viva Tierra Organic attends 4 - 6 industry exhibitions across North 

America.  We took advantage of a need for a new trade show booth to reduce, by an impressive 90%, the weight 

of our exhibit infrastructure and materials.  The reduction of material weight for shipping corresponds to a 

significant reduction in CO2 emissions.   Over the past 5 years, the cumulative weight reduction from the 

replacement of the old trade show booth has eliminated over 2 metric tons of GHG emissions.   

 

One area we have identified for further tracking is travel.  In the future, we will be tracking travel miles for all 

employees traveling to and from trade shows, orchards, ports and customer visits to calculate and report on 

emissions. 

 

 

5. WATER USE AND QUALITY  

 

Viva Tierra Organic uses minimal water at our office, with only two bathrooms, one shower and one kitchen on 

the premises of our Mount Vernon location.  We were unable to obtain metered water use data for the 2015-

2016 reporting period.  Based on our number of employees, work days, appliances, and flow and flush fixtures, 

we estimated that our annual usage at the new location is 47,502 gallons per year.  Our average annual water 

usage at our Sedro-Woolley office was 52,000 gallons per year, so this estimate represented an 8.65% reduction 

in overall water used.   

 

After further investigation and data gathering through the city utility department, we are now able to report that 

our water usage at the Mount Vernon office for the 2015-2016 reporting period was actually much lower: 

12,566 gallons, a 76% reduction from the Sedro-Woolley location.   

 

For the 2016-2017 reporting period, we used 11,220 gallons, a 10.71% reduction over the prior reporting 

period. 

    

To minimize the water used at our new office, we installed drinking water spigots, which filter and dispense 

municipal water, heated or chilled as needed.  This eliminates the inefficiencies of drinking water delivered via 

truck.  We also have tankless hot water heaters adjacent to the hand washing sinks in both of our bathrooms, 

eliminating the need for employees to run the water for several seconds before hot water is dispensed.   

Sinks, toilets and pipes are maintained and serviced as needed in order to eliminate waste from leaks and drips. 

 

5. Water Use & Quality 
5.06   5.07 

Total Water Used, Potable and Non-Potable 
(Gallons) 

  % +/- Total Water Used vs. Last Year (Gallons) 

11,220.00   -10.71% 
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6. SOLID WASTE REDUCTION 

 

As a marketing office, we have a relatively small daily waste stream directly under our control.  All paper, 

plastic, glass, and metal waste generated at our office is sorted and recycled.  Some paper with printing on only 

one side is reclaimed to be printed on the other side, and other paper is reused to make scratch pads. Cardboard 

boxes, manila file folders, large envelopes, packing materials, and other useful items are reused before being 

recycled. 

 

Our recycling is picked up weekly from 64 gallon totes very similar than those used for residential collection.  

Given that that our totes are, on average, 80% full at pickup, we recycle (by volume) approximately 2,662 

gallons each of paper and of mixed plastic, glass and cans.   Using conversion factors published by the EPA, we 

calculate that our office annually recycles 5,030 lbs of mixed paper and 930 lbs of mixed plastic, glass and cans. 

 

To complement the company’s recycling efforts, we encourage our employees, many of whom cannot recycle 

plastic film through their residential curbside recycling service, to bring their recyclable items from home for 

recycling through the company’s recycling collection.   

Our daily operations are nearly paperless.  Since we began tracking supplies in 2007, we have greatly reduced 

paper use by streamlining processes, eliminating duplication, encouraging the use of e-mail and enabling 

employees to fax directly from their computers.    Faxes are received and stored as .pdf files.  Our printers 

default to double-sided printing.   For the past several years we have maintained an average of about 7 cases of 

paper used per year.  

 

In 2015, we decided that we would no longer advertise on a regular basis in print media.  The volume of 

published paper materials that are produced and immediately thrown away or recycled is staggering.  Even as a 

relatively small advertiser, our contribution to this needless waste stream seemed at odds with our business 

philosophy.   

 

The small number of brochures and business cards we use are printed using soy-based inks on recycled paper.  

We use ceramic mugs and plates and washable metal silverware in our staff kitchen instead of disposable plastic 

or paper.  We also recycle broken computers and other electronics through a local recycler. 

 

 

6. Solid Waste Reduction 

6.11   
6.12 

Total Waste Diverted from Landfill 

  

% +/- Total Waste Diverted from Landfill vs. Last 
Year 

4.33   0.00 
6.13 

Total Waste and Byproducts (Tons) 

0.00 
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7. PACKAGING & MARKETING MATERIALS 

 

Viva Tierra Organic strives to make environmentally conscious decisions regarding 

every step of our business, including packaging design and construction.  We do 

not directly purchase or source the packaging used by our growers, but we do set 

design standards and provide guidance so that our products are packed in the most 

sustainable way possible, while also ensuring that our products are safely and 

securely packed.  In addition to considering the needs and capabilities of the 

packing facilities, industry expectations, cost, production efficiencies, sourcing 

recycled and other “eco” materials, this also entails working to source packing 

materials produced near the packing location, reducing total packaging used, and 

consideration of end-user disposal issues. 

 

In 2009 we redesigned our Viva Tierra Organic label with an eye towards reducing 

the impact of our packaging materials as well as strengthening our brand 

recognition.  This design is printed on un-bleached, brown “kraft” cardboard.  Over 

the next several years we introduced the design to all our  

 

growing regions and all commodities, working with our packers to first use up all existing packaging from the 

old, white-background design to prevent it going to waste.  In 2013 the roll out was complete; in 2014 all our 

packers were using the redesigned, unbleached background Viva Tierra packaging. 

 

Apple packaging for a full-size 40 lb. box (the industry standard) typically consists of the following:  

• 1 cardboard box bottom 

• 1 cardboard box top (printed) 

• 4 molded paper fiber trays 

• 1 paper “jiffy pad” 

• PLU stickers – 1 per apple  

 

Pear packaging for a tray packed bushel box is the same as the above, with 

the usual addition of a poly liner.  Pears are also commonly packed with a 

tissue paper wrap placed around each fruit to prevent scuffing.  Trays may 

be omitted in a wrap pack. 

 

The molded fiber trays and paper “jiffy pads” which cushion and protect 

the majority of our US grown apples and pears inside the boxes are made 

using recycled materials at a “green” plant in Wenatchee, WA which uses 

closed-loop technology to completely eliminate the release of wastewater 

into the environment.  All of our paper packaging materials are recyclable, 

and are marked as such.   

 

Fruit packed as described above is typically retailed in bulk displays.  Retailers remove the fruit from the boxes 

and place it on their produce racks, and the consumer selects individual fruits for purchase.  Most produce 

departments provide disposable plastic bags for customers to put their produce selections in for purchase.  The 

store is responsible for recycling the cardboard boxes, fiber trays, jiffy pads, and poly liner, if present.  Most 

retailers have comprehensive recycling programs which should easily accommodate all these materials.  The 

consumer will be required to dispose of the PLU sticker and, in most cases, the bag provided by the retailer. 

 

 



9 

 

 

Packaging for apples and pears sold in 2 lb. or 3 lb. retail bags consists of the following:  

• 1 cardboard box bottom 

• 1 cardboard box top (printed) 

• Internal cardboard divider for stability 

• 1 paper “jiffy pad” 

• 12 individual 3 lb. bags OR 18 individual 2 lb. bags, sealed 

with tape or with a qwik-loc plastic closure 

 

As with the bulk apple and pear packs, the store is responsible for 

recycling the cardboard boxes, internal dividers, and jiffy pads.  

Most retailers have comprehensive recycling programs which 

should easily accommodate all these materials. Only the bag itself 

will be the responsibility of the consumer. 

 

In 2013 we reverted to "regular", non-degradable plastic film for our retail apple and pear 3 lb. and 2 lb. bags 

packed in the US.  While we had previously converted to using degradable or compostable plastics under the 

impression that these would be more sustainable, our thinking on this issue has evolved.   Some of the key 

issues that lead us to reexamine our use of degradable plastics, an eventually to revert back to non-degradable 

plastics, are: 

 

• Increased waste: degradable plastic packaging left 

over from one season often degraded to an unusable 

state before they could be used the next season. 

• Proper disposal and conditions required for 

degradation of the various "eco" plastics were 

confusing and difficult to communicate to consumers. 

• Degradable plastics are not accepted for collection by 

many recyclers. 

• Degradable plastics may discourage consumers from 

recycling or give the impression that it is acceptable to 

litter. 

• Difficulty evaluating and verifying claims of 

degradability made by producers of "eco" plastics. 

• Additional costs for degradable plastics not warranted given other problems. 

 

We are continuously looking for more sustainable options for our retail packaging.  Some of our producers are 

trialing bio-plastics, which are derived from plant materials (these are sometimes degradable, but not always).  

We will continue to work towards finding more sustainable packaging solutions.  Hopefully a non-petroleum, 

non-GMO-based, widely and fully recyclable, cost-effective material will become available in the near future.  

Certainly, there are many people working towards just such a solution, just as there are many companies, like 

ours, who would love to employ it. 
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Packaging used from September 2016 through August 2017 

Cardboard:   

2,345,403 lbs (including display bins, box tops, bottoms, and dividers) 

 

Paper:  

824,438 lbs (including fiber trays, jiffy pads, and labels) 

 

Plastic:  

2,050,088 retail mesh bags (used on onions)  

3,011,788 retail poly bags (used on apples and pears) 

168,362 non-retail bags (includes poly box liners and 50# mesh 

sacks) 

106,636 trays & clamshells  

 

These totals are approximate.  As noted previously, VTO does not directly purchase packaging materials.  

These figures have been calculated from the total produce sales quantities for the 2016-2017 period of this 

report, but they do not account for waste, repacking, and slight variations in materials used at different packing 

locations.   

 

Areas for further effort include:  

 

• Onion mesh packaging.  The plastic mesh we use is recyclable, but is not collected in all areas.  We are 

continue to search for a more sustainable solution for the future. 

• Plastic “pantapack” trays used for soft fruits, such as peaches and nectarines.  As with the mesh bags, 

these are recyclable, but not in all areas. 

• Styrofoam “soft cell” trays which protect Golden Delicious apples.  These trays are crucial to keeping 

this notoriously soft and sensitive apple from bruising during shipping, but are not a sustainable 

material. 

• PLU stickers.  We have been contacted by companies working to develop compostable PLU stickers, 

which would be a great alternative to our current stickers which are neither degradable nor recyclable.  

PLU stickers that could be composted along with the peels would be highly useful for consumers.  The 

inconvenience of removing PLU stickers from fruit is one of the most common complaints we receive 

about our products. 

 

7. Packaging and Marketing Materials 
7.08   7.15 

Packaging to Product Ratio (% by Weight): Mean Renewable Conent of Packaging and Marketing 
Materials (% by Weight) 

18.15% 96.41% 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



11 

 

 

 

8. LABOR  

 

Although Viva Tierra Organic is well below the threshold number of employees required to fall under the Equal 

Employment Opportunity regulations, the company strives to maintain compliance with the EEO Compliance 

Manual.  VTO is a family-friendly employer, with flexible scheduling for employees working to juggle 

childcare, eldercare, and other family needs with their workdays.   

 

In addition to paying competitive wages, the company has a long running, merit-based, employee profit sharing 

program.  VTO provides medical, dental and vision benefits, matching retirement account contributions, paid 

vacation and health leave.  Support for employee health is further demonstrated by the inclusion of a gym and 

shower in our new Mount Vernon office facility.   

 

VTO works with the Western Washington University College of Business and Economics to provide students 

with real world experience working on international business projects.  Teams of 3-4 senior students are 

assigned to work closely with our staff to research various topics, such as investigating regulatory barriers to 

exporting organic commodities or comparing the implementation of different social responsibility certification 

systems.   

 

We have a strong commitment to working with suppliers who share our respect for their employees, the 

environment, social fairness, and of course food safety and organic integrity.  We have developed long term 

relationships with our suppliers and believe that they are responsible and ethical organizations.     

 

 

9. ANIMAL CARE  

 

Viva Tierra Organic has no animal-based business endeavors. 

 

 

10. SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION (INTERNAL & EXTERNAL, includes organic aspects) 

 

We believe that it is important to engage our staff in our sustainability 

efforts.  Three to five times per year employees are reminded/educated 

about our recycling, paper reduction, and solar energy programs, as well 

as any other sustainability information that may be of interest.  Employees 

are encouraged to make suggestions for further conservation and 

efficiency improvements at any time.   

 

We also issue occasional press releases focusing on our sustainability 

efforts to the trade press.  Informational tidbits that may be of interest to 

consumers regarding sustainability, organics, and seasonal fresh produce 

are passed along on our Facebook page and Twitter feed.   

 

Results of our sustainability audit are shared with our entire staff, as well 

as made available on our website and through social media platforms.  

Excerpts of our audit focusing on particular successes will be released to 

the trade media to generate enthusiasm and to encourage other companies 

to join with Viva Tierra Organic and the SFTA in working towards a more sustainable future. 
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11. GOVERNANCE & COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

 

Governance:  Viva Tierra Organic, Inc. is a closely held 

Subchapter S corporation owned jointly by President/CEO 

Luis Acuña and EVP/CFO Steve Mackey.  The 

management team oversees the daily operations of the 

company, and oversight is provided by a board of directors. 

Community:  The 2015 remodel and renovation of our 

Mount Vernon office was cause for a great deal of 

excitement for the downtown business community.  The 

historic building, built before 1912, had been vacant and 

deteriorating for many years. Upon completion of our 

restoration project, the Mount Vernon Downtown 

Association awarded VTO a design award “in recognition 

for the historic preservation and improvements made to the 

existing building, with special recognition of the 

sustainable features such as the rooftop Photovoltaic solar 

array.”  

Donations: Produce which for one reason or another is not 

salable, be it the wrong kind, in the wrong place, overripe 

or cosmetically damaged, is donated to food banks, soup 

kitchens, and other charitable organizations.  VTO feels 

strongly that food should not be allowed to go to waste, 

even if it cannot be profitably sold.  It takes a bit more 

effort to donate rather than dump, but we feel it is 

important to make the effort.  In 2016-2017 we donated over 200,000 lbs of organic produce to various 

organizations across the country.  

In addition VTO donates frequently to various causes, both within our local community and in the organic 

industry at large, including to non-profit farming organizations. Our employees also participate in various 

volunteer activities, such as collecting holiday gifts and food items for local families in need.   During the 

devastating 2017 hurricane season we joined with other organic produce companies to donate a truckload of 

organic food to communities devastated by flooding in Texas.  The company also made a large cash donation to 

the American Red Cross as well as matching our employees’ individual donations to hurricane relief efforts.  
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Author of the Report and Data Collection Process 

Contact: Addie Pobst / 360-855-3195 / addie@vivatierra.com 

Position in the company: Organic Integrity & Sustainability Coordinator 

Data for electrical reporting was obtained from utility bills.  Sales figures and calculations of total pounds of 

organic produce sold were extracted from accounting and inventory data.  Packaging information was 

extrapolated from detailed sales figures and consultations with production and packing personnel.  Information 

was collected and verified by the sustainability coordinator, with assistance from other employees as required.   

Unless otherwise specified, data reported is for the period from September 2016 through August 2017.              

 

 


