Raising A Toast To

MEXICAN AVOCADOS

U.S. imports surpass 2.5 billion pounds, 6% year-over-year growth.
BY MATT OGG

T

“

oday they are popping up in
airports and arenas, hotels
and college campuses, on
the sidewalks of New York
and in more homes and
restaurants than ever before,” says Stephanie Bazan, vice president of trade & market
development at Avocados from Mexico
(AFM), Irving, TX.
The meteoric rise of avocados has seen the
commodity enter the Zeitgeist in a way few
could have imagined, and the driver of that
growth has undoubtedly been Mexico — the
nation where both the fruit, and the word
(coming from ‘Ahuacatl’), originate.
Bazan says AFM accounts for 80% of the
U.S. avocado market share, and in the 2019
fiscal year Mexican avocado imports surpassed
two billion pounds. This represented a milestone in the marketing organization’s history,
as well as 6% year-on-year growth.
From all accounts, that rise is expected to
remain strong for the remainder of the 2019
calendar year and in 2020.
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“Avocados From Mexico has contributed to continued explosive growth of fresh
avocado consumption in the United States,
which has expanded from 913 million pounds
in 2005 to more than 2.5 billion pounds in
2019,” says Bazan. “This represents a staggering 130% growth.”
In the more immediate future, AFM
is forecasting 654 million pounds to be
imported from September through December.
“This is nearly a 12% increase from
the same time period last year,” she says.
“November 2019 projections are at 166
million pounds with a projected 233 million
pounds in the following month.”
Jose Rossignoli, global sourcing director
for Robinson Fresh, a division of Eden
Prairie, MN-based C.H. Robinson, says while
the Mexican crop is year-round, the best
opportunities to promote the fruit are from
October through May when multiple blooms
overlap and maturity levels are at their peak.
He notes volumes are anticipated
to exceed 1,000 loads per week during

November and December, offering retailers
good promotional volumes during the football season.
“Mexico has received plentiful rainfall and
the fruit set is strong,” he says. “This should
provide a good mix of promotable sizes that
will most likely peak on 48s.
“With California and Peru expected to
have larger volume crops starting in the early
spring of 2020, Mexico will want to focus on
getting as much volume into the market as
possible during the winter months.”
Gahl Crane, sales director at Eco Farms
Avocados in Temecula, CA, says January
to April are generally the highest-volume
months for Mexican avocado imports. He
expects more than two billion pounds of fruit
to hit the market between July and June, but
characteristics may change from month to
month.
Avocados are an alternate-bearing fruit
and Crane notes this is an ‘on’ year, although
there was limited rainfall until September, and
he thinks that may have some impact on fruit
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size, quantity or quality.
“Fruit size will vary widely,” says Crane.
“In November-December, we expect more
48s, 60s and 70s, and then in April-May more
48s and larger again.”
In terms of alternate bearing, Keith Slattery, chief executive of Dana Point, CA-based
Stonehill Produce, Inc. says Mexico’s ideal
production climate means there is less variation in Mexico compared to other growing
countries.
Rossignoli says these ideal combinations
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are a combination of rich volcanic soil, ample
rain water and a climate that lends itself to
growing rich and flavorful avocados.
“This combination gives Mexican avocados
the creamy, delicious flavor many consumers
have come to love,” he says.

DRIVERS OF GROWTH

Mexico also has the advantage of proximity, with Slattery pointing out other Latin
American origins can take 14 to 28 days to
get fruit to the market, whereas Mexico is just

one day away. These factors work in its favor,
and he doesn’t envision consumption rates
slowing down anytime soon.
“People have been saying for years that
avocado growth and penetration at retail
will soon stop, or at least lessen from its
stratospheric rise since 2007 when Mexican
avocados were granted full access to the U.S.
market,” says Slattery. “But put simply, the
research does not back up that scenario. In
fact, significant growth is projected for the
next decade,” he adds.
“I think we can increase consumption
levels in the United States for both heavy
users and light users of avocados, and nutrition will be a major part of that,” notes Crane,
who says growth will be spurred by the fruit’s
popularity amongst all people regardless of
ethnicity. “I think we will see three billion
pounds in the U.S. market in the coming
years.”
Antonio Villaseñor, chief executive of
Uruapan, Mexico-based packer Aztecavo
(part of the Westfalia Fruit Group) compares
U.S. avocado consumption to rates in other
parts of the Americas to demonstrate the kind
of growth that could be possible.
“In my opinion there is still a lot of room
to grow in the U.S. market; consumption is
3.2kg (7lbs) per capita, whereas in Mexico it
is 8kg (17.7lbs) and in Chile 4kg (8.8lbs),”
says Villaseñor.
He says retailers prefer Mexican avocados
for their freshness, but quality and consistency
in supply will be influential factors for maintaining the industry’s positive trajectory.
“Some growth could come from organics,”
he adds, citing other key drivers will be
focused advertising, marketing and promotions by the industry at large.
“Organic growth is important though
less than 1% of all avocados are organic from
Mexico,” says Crane. “Increased production of organic avocados will be needed, and
expanded access from the state of Jalisco
will also be needed in order to keep up with
demand.”
Slattery does not see organics as a growth
strategy for the category. Instead, he highlights how social media continues to promote
and recruit new avocado consumers “every
hour of every day.”
“Remember, with our new and huge
consumer base, new uses can immediately go
viral and reach millions of consumers,” says
Slattery. “With their current love affair with
avocados, consumers are seeking new uses and
respond strongly.”
AFM’s Bazan says the organization has

several core uses it focuses on to generate
increased consumption and demand: guacamole; ‘Mexican handhelds’ such as tacos,
burritos and quesadillas; ‘traditional handhelds’ like burgers and sandwiches; salads; and
plain/snacking.

OPTIMUM MERCHANDISING

For retailers, Bazan points to a key linkage
between avocado sizing and usage that can
be taken into consideration when forming
merchandising strategies.
“Many heavy and medium users identify
uses of avocados based on the fruit’s size,” she
says. “For example, large avocados are used
for guacamole, medium avocados are used for
sandwiches and salads, and small avocados are
a great option for a healthy snack.”
Bazan says some retailers carry up to seven
different SKUS (stock keeping units) for
avocados, but the average is four.
“Carrying multiple sizes of avocados will
help increase avocado sales and the overall
margins of the department,” she says.
Rossignoli of C.H. Robinson encourages
tailoring marketing strategies to store demographics, but notes that overall it is a good
idea to give options to impulse shoppers.

“Bulk, packaged, and rapidly growing
value-added items can be cross-merchandised
together in high-traffic areas to give shoppers
options,” he says. “Utilizing this strategy on
items that pair well, like limes or jalapeños,
may also help lift impulse purchases.”
The executive finds promotions are a key
driver for impulse purchases, with IRI data for
the 12 months to July showing 38% of retail
avocado sales occurring on ad with the most
commonly promoted price being four for $5.
“While nearly 90% of retail banners
promote for the Super Bowl and Cinco de
Mayo, the average retailer promotes avocados
19 weeks through the year, with the top
promoters placing avocados on ad twice that,”
he says, citing figures from 2018 Robinson
Fresh data.
Crane of Eco Farms says educating
consumers about nutrition through research
and development and science is a key tactic
to get folks to not only buy more avocados,
but to be willing to pay more for them. In the
meantime, promotions are still a good idea.
“Consumers will pay $2 or $3 for an
avocado but will certainly buy more at lower
prices,” says Crane. “There needs to be a
middle ground that makes all sides profitable

in the short and long term.
“I think each retailer knows their
customers and shoppers, and all of the above
are useful ways to sell more avocados,” he
says. “Bags are an essential part of any retailer
program as demand for bagged ‘grab & go’
avocados grows on a regular basis.”
Rossignoli notes the retailers that have
achieved the most success with the category
are “hitting on all cylinders.”
“A two-size preconditioned (ripening)
program, while incorporating a bagged
avocado option seems to maximize the most
sales,” he says. “Across all demographics,
roughly half of shoppers expect an avocado to
be ripe in three to five days, 40% expect one
to two days, and about 10% want it ready now.
“Today, retailers must have a well-executed
avocado ripening program to satisfy shopper
expectations.”
Slattery from Stonehill Produce agrees
bags are a good packaging format for avocado
sales. He also advocates consumer education
on best handling, which can be done by
example through storing the fruit in a cooled
berry or leafy green section of the produce
department.
“It is temperature-controlled; slows down
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the ripening; stores longer; reduces shrink
and shows the consumer how to store ripe
avocados,” he says.

AFM PROMOTIONS

Bazan of AFM says the group provides
strong programming to align with fall football leading up to the Super Bowl, which is
the peak-guacamole consumption period.
The strategy then revolves around leading up
to another key consumption period around
Cinco de Mayo.

“In addition to robust Big Game and
Cinco de Mayo retail programs, we successfully strengthened our instore presence and
extended shopper mindshare with customized programs themed to the largest college
basketball game series in March, fall tailgating
and Hispanic Heritage Month,” says Bazan.
AFM just completed its “Flavor with
Heritage” campaign on Oct. 13, which began
in September teaming up with Tabasco Sauce
and Bud Light to create a “high-value offer
that connects with today’s Hispanic consumer

The Tastiest Tailgate promotion, which is co-sponsored
by Avocados From Mexico and the Anheuser-Busch Bud
Light brand, is in high gear until the end of the year.

and shows them how adding fresh avocados
to their celebration is worth every delicious
moment.”
AFM’s Tastiest Tailgate campaign kicked
off on National Guacamole Day on Sept.
16 and will run through Dec. 31, featuring
in-store merchandising, consumer savings,
digital support, a unique landing page for
recipe ideas with promotional support and
retail-specific programming.
“In partnership with the Anheuser-Busch
Bud Light brand, ‘Tastiest Tailgate’ will
inspire football fans to turn game-day fun
into avo-worthy celebrations with guac and
chips and your favorite burger topped with
fresh Avocados From Mexico and paired with
refreshing Bud Light,” says Bazan. “AFM will
also be featuring a National Volume Incentive
Program during the fall where retailers can
earn up to $10,000.”
Education is also an important marketing
piece for AFM, which Bazan says has been
one of the most effective shopper marketing
initiatives to date.
“This is important to continue driving
opportunity with avocado buyers and moving
them up the purchase funnel,” says Bazan.
“Our efforts have focused primarily on the
top two barriers to consumption: ripening
and preserving with various initiatives to drive
consumption including a partnership with
Glad focused on educating consumers on
how to preserve the other half of the avocado
through in-store demos, a digital FSI [free
standing insert] effort on coupons.com and a
robust influencer program.” 		
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