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Shelby salutes independents at EIA reception
The 141 recipients of Shelby Publishing’s second annual Exceptional Independents Awards were 

recognized March 11 during a reception at the Caesars Forum Convention Center in Las Vegas.
Accompanied by friends and family, 64 of the honorees were on hand, filling the Summit Room on 

the show floor.
Addressing the crowd, Shelby VP Publisher Maggie Kaeppel thanked the program’s sponsors – 

ECRS, LOC Software, C&S Wholesale Grocers and Southern Champion, maker of BuzzBallz – and 
reminded the gathering that independents are the backbone of the industry and essential to their 
communities.

She also expressed gratitude for the 
company’s relationship with NGA, which 
gave Shelby the platform to host. The 
awards program, she said, is Shelby’s way 
of shining a light on these businesses that 
“continue to help feed our communities.”

Shelby President and COO Stephanie 
Reid agreed. 

Please see  34

Inside
Coverage of the Exceptional Independents 

Awards recipients from the Northeast
can be found on s 17-29.  

The other Shelby regions will follow in 
their respective editions, as well as online 

at theshelbyreport.com.

RoNetco Supermarkets hailed for service
The National Grocers 

Association honored New Jersey-
based RoNetco Supermarkets Inc. 
ShopRite with this year’s Peter 
J. Larkin Community Service 
Award.

RoNetco Supermarkets 
encompasses nine ShopRite loca-
tions owned and operated by the 
Romano family, which has main-
tained deep ties to the communi-
ties they serve for many years.

In 2023, the company’s stores 
raised more than $141,000 during 
the ShopRite Partners in Caring 
Campaign, a cooperative-wide 
annual initiative to raise aware-
ness around food insecurity.

Please see  34

Please see  34

Imperial Distributors makes 
several leadership changes

Massachusetts-based Imperial Distributors has announced key 
organizational changes to its leadership team. 

Michael Sleeper, who joined Imperial in 1964 and became president 
and CEO in 1970, has transitioned into the role of executive chairman 
of the board. Sleeper’s entrepreneurial and visionary leadership and 
commitment to Imperial’s values have shaped its success and influ-
ence in the industry.

In his new role, Sleeper will continue to provide strategic guidance 
to the company’s board and management team.

Joe Kirby, former president of Imperial, has succeeded Sleeper as 
the new CEO. Since joining Imperial in 2003, Kirby has demonstrated 
exceptional leadership in a variety of roles in the  organization. 

Michael Sleeper, Naomi Sleeper and Joe Kirby
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Note from the VP Publisher
Welcome to the 

March 2024 issue of 
The Griffin Report of the 
Northeast. We are featur-
ing our second annual 
Exceptional Independents 
Award honorees in this 
issue, as well as extended 
coverage from the 2024 
NGA Show in Las Vegas.

The EIA event is Shelby 
Publishing’s opportunity to 
highlight those companies 
that have demonstrated 
true, industry-changing 
innovations. Independent 
grocers are the lifeblood 
of the grocery industry, 
and we are thrilled to 
recognize them for their 
contributions.

Independents also are an integral part of the communities they 
serve and lead the way in caring for the health and well-being of their 
customers. We appreciate all that they do.

Our popular Women of Influence awards program will be featured 
in our May editions. Please refer to our website, theshelbyreport.
com, for more information about making nominations. Good luck and 
happy spring.
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Executive News

The Shelby Publishing team – Maggie Kaeppel, 
Dannielle Kent, Bob Reeves, Jan Meade and 
Stephanie Reid – gathers before the company’s 
Exceptional Independent Awards ceremony.

United Natural Foods Inc. selects Tarditi as next president, CFO
Giorgio “Matteo” Tarditi has been named president 

and CFO of Providence, Rhode Island-based United 
Natural Foods Inc., effective April 15, when current 
President and CEO Sandy Douglas will relinquish the 
president role but remain CEO. 

Tarditi succeeds current CFO John W. Howard, 
who will leave UNFI following a transition period.

“Matteo is a proven executive who, over the course 
of his more than 26 years at GE, served as CFO for 
seven business units, including Renewable Energy 
and Energy Connections as externally reported 

segments and large divisions 
of the power, oil and gas, aero-
space and healthcare busi-
nesses,” Douglas said. 

“His deep financial exper-
tise and knowledge of these 
businesses enabled him to 
successfully drive opera-
tional excellence, efficiency 
and increased productivity in 
complex transformations and 
M&A integrations. 

“A certified Lean Six Sigma 
Black Belt, he also led the development and imple-
mentation of processes that have increased forecast 
accuracy, accountability and continuous improve-
ment. We are pleased to welcome Matteo to our team 
and look forward to his contributions.”

Douglas also commented on Howard’s departure.

“We also want to thank John Howard for his years 
of dedicated service and leadership. John played an 
instrumental role in the integration efforts follow-
ing the 2018 SUPERVALU acquisition and in helping 
UNFI navigate the challenges of the global pandemic. 
I have greatly appreciated his counsel since I joined 
UNFI.”

In his new role, Tarditi will 
oversee UNFI’s corporate 
finance, treasury, strategy, 
financial planning and anal-
ysis, tax, accounting, investor 
relations, risk management 
and shared services.

“I am thrilled to join 
UNFI’s talented team, 
renowned for its customer-
centric and collaborative culture,” Tarditi said. 

“I am excited by the opportunity to contribute to 
the mission of feeding families across North America 
and to support the customer- and supplier-driven 
strategy and transformation plan for the company. 
I look forward to leading the finance organization 
and partnering with the people who make UNFI the 
market leader and a company that delivers profitable 
growth and value creation for shareholders.”

Tarditi began his career with GE in 1997 and has held 
positions of increasing responsibility in healthcare, 
where he served as CFO of GE Healthcare Japan from 
2005-07; in GE Aerospace, where he served as CFO of 

Avio Aero; GE Aviation from 2013-15; in GE Oil & Gas, 
where he served as CFO of drilling and production 
from 2010-13; in GE Grid Solutions, where he served as 
CFO from 2015-16; in GE Energy Connections, where 
he served as CFO from 2016-17; in GE Power Services, 
where he served as CFO in 2018; in GE Renewable 
Energies, where he served as CFO from 2019-21; and 

in GE Corporate, where he 
served as group financial 
planning and analysis leader 
from 2021-present.

A frequent speaker on 
global leadership, turn-
arounds, mergers and 
acquisitions and talent moti-
vation, Tarditi has a master’s 
degree in finance and busi-

ness administration from Universita Bocconi in 
Milan, Italy.

UNFI is a grocery wholesaler delivering a variety 
of fresh, branded and owned brand products to more 
than 30,000 locations throughout North America, 
including natural product superstores, indepen-
dent retailers, conventional supermarket chains, 
e-commerce providers and food service customers. 

UNFI also provides a range of value-added 
services and segmented marketing expertise, includ-
ing proprietary technology, data, market insights and 
shelf management to help customers and suppliers 
build their businesses and brands.

Giorgio “Matteo” 
Tarditi
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Grocery industry in Granite State gets creative with employee shortages
Swipe fees, ‘skyrocketing’ energy costs among biggest challenges facing NHGA members
by Treva Bennett / senior content creator

As a whole, New Hampshire had a good year economi-
cally in 2023, providing a healthy runway for 2024, 
according to Kevin Daigle, president and CEO of the New 
Hampshire Grocers Association. He said the state’s work-
force returned to pre-pandemic levels, and population 
growth continues to outpace the New England region.

“Unemployment remains low and economic growth 
is strong. The low unemployment rate is kind of a good 
news/bad news situation. The good news is that we have 
a strong labor market, the bad news being a challenge for 
our businesses who are trying to hire,” Daigle said. 

“For our industry, inflation has slowed, and we are 
hearing that workforce issues 
have improved, with more stores 
at or nearer to being fully staffed.”

According to Daigle, the grocery 
industry in the state continues 
to be healthy, with a good mix of 
chain and independent opera-
tors “providing competition and 
choice to offer a wide range of 
products that their consumers are 
looking for.”

He added that while labor and 
supply chain haven’t returned to 

pre-pandemic levels, they have become more manageable. 
Supply chain disruptions are not as frequent, and when 
they do occur, there are ample substitutions available.

“On the labor side of things, though ‘help wanted’ signs 
can still be found on a number of store fronts, it has less-
ened to a degree. Our members continue to be creative in 
working with employee shortages by over-scheduling to 
make up for lost shifts to adjusting the hours of operation 
to avoid burnout of the current staff,” Daigle said.

He noted that inflation is decreasing, and although 
grocery prices still remain high, they have stabilized. 
Some items, such as eggs and vegetables, have seen price 
drops.

On the issue of retail theft, Daigle said while New 
Hampshire hasn’t experienced the “large smash-and-grab 
type crimes seen in larger states, retail theft does occur 
and impacts our retailers’ bottom line. Each time they 
find a solution to an issue, thieves get creative and find 
another way to steal.”

Through loss prevention seminars and periodic 
updates, the NHGA continues to urge its retailer members 
to stay aware of scams and systems that thieves are 
employing so they can prevent these issues before they 
occur.

Among the biggest challenges for independent grocers 
in New Hampshire are swipe fees and energy costs. Daigle 
said the former are one of the biggest expenses indepen-
dents have outside of payroll, and “skyrocketing” energy 
costs are continuing to impact NHGA members.

The association offers several resources to assist 
members in lowering costs, Daigle said. Some of the most 
utilized programs are NHGA’s credit card discounted 
processing program and energy savings programs for 
electric and natural gas. The most popular program 
continues to be NHGA’s self-insured workers compensa-
tion program, with more than two-thirds of the member-
ship participating.

Through its scholarship foundation, the association 
has provided scholarships to 1,129 students, amounting to 
more than $1.12 million in aid since 1985.

Legislative news
NHGA is monitoring “the usual and annual” labor, envi-

ronmental and business issue bills proposed in this year’s 
legislative session.

Daigle said some of the bills taking most of the associa-
tion’s time thus far include one mandating that employ-
ers pay a worker’s unused earned time when they leave 
employment, several privacy bills, an alcohol packaging/
labeling bill and one that would ban grocers from scan-
ning a driver’s license for age verification.

“We continue to educate the legislature on the impacts 
of these bills on New Hampshire’s retail food industry and 
are hopeful that positive outcomes are weeks away with 
each of these bills,” he said.

NHGA’s annual Government Day is scheduled for April 
9 in Concord. This will be the first live event since the 
pandemic began.

“Our members enjoy the interaction with legislative 
and regulatory leaders and getting to see their association 
in action, advocating on their behalf,” Daigle said.

Overall, he said the state’s grocery industry remains 
strong.

“We work hard to educate our legislature about 
continuing to be a business-friendly environment for our 
industry, in addition to the benefits of cross-border sales 
benefitting members as well as the state.”

Limited access to housing, childcare remain ‘key constraints’
New Hampshire’s economic growth stalled during 

the last two years but has shown some signs of improve-
ment. According to a report on the New Hampshire Fiscal 
Policy Institute’s website, labor force limitations have 
been a contributing factor in the state’s sluggish growth.

The key reasons for workforce constraints are 
expected to continue in 2024. These include housing 
issues, with an estimated 23,500 housing units short of 
meeting demand; an average of about 16,000 adults in 
the Granite State out of the workforce because they are 
caring for young children; international migrants, who 
had accounted for about half of the state’s total popula-
tion growth from 2010-22, are arriving in smaller numbers; 
and more Baby Boomers are retiring.

“While external headwinds may jostle the state’s 
economy, the underlying challenges of limited access 
to housing, childcare and other resources families need 
to thrive will likely continue to be key constraints on 
the well-being of Granite Staters and the economy,” the 
report stated.

New Hampshire’s unemployment rate in February 
was 2.6 percent, according to the Urban Institute’s State 
Economic Monitor. 

According to a report from the UI, New Hampshire’s 
per capita income was $74,663 in 2022, ranking seventh 
among states. It was above the national average of 
$65,423 but below the New England regional average of 
$76,651.

The state’s median household income (five-year 
estimate) was $90,845 in 2022, ranking sixth among the 
states and above the national average of $75,149. Its 
poverty rate was 7.3 percent in 2022 (five-year estimate), 
below the national rate of 12.5 percent.

While these averages are for the entire state, New 
Hampshire is composed of diverse localities. According 
to the report, the city of Claremont’s median household 
income was $53,697 and its poverty rate was 15.9 percent, 
while the city of Londonderry’s median household income 
was $113,557 and its poverty rate was 2 percent.

The state’s unemployment rate comes in below the 
national average historically, and in recent years has 
been among the lowest in the U.S.

The report lists the major industries contributing 
most to New Hampshire’s GDP in 2022 were finance, 
professional services, manufacturing, social services and 
government.

NGA Show among Trade Show Executive’s Fastest 50, keeps exceeding expectations
The NGA Show has been selected as a member of the Fastest 50 Class of 2023, which 

recognizes rapidly growing trade shows that took place in the U.S. last year, by trade 
show industry journal Trade Show Executive.

The Fastest 50 are ranked in three categories: net square feet, exhibiting companies 
and total attendance.

“This is a great honor, and we are continuing the momentum since our 2023 show, 
which exceeded pre-pandemic numbers for attendance and exhibitors,” said Greg Ferrara, 
president and CEO of the National Grocers Association, which presents the show with 
Clarion Events. 

“We just closed the 2024 NGA Show, which set new records for attendee numbers and 
a sold-out expo hall. We thank all the retailers, wholesalers and suppliers whose gener-
ous support of our event contributed to this honor.”

Jamie Reesby, VP of generation and grocery at Clarion Events, echoed Ferrara’s 
sentiments. 

“The NGA Show continues to exceed our expectations for growth, driven by our loyal 
attendees and exhibitors. We appreciate being ranked by TSE among some of the finest 
trade shows in the country,” Reesby said.

Other Fastest 50 honorees include Data Center World, ProMat, RE+, FABTECH, 

International Roofing Expo, MAGIC Nashville, h+h americas, Live Design International, 
Motion + Power Technology Expo, ISC West, Manifest and CES. 

The 2023 class represents more than 15 million net square feet of paid exhibit space, 
48,517 exhibiting companies and more than 1.4 million attendees.

Fastest 50 honorees are invited to TSE’s Fastest 50 Awards & Summit, set for May 8-10 
at Resorts World Las Vegas. The annual gathering offers fresh educational content from 
the trade show industry’s thought leaders and various networking opportunities. 

In addition, the grand award winners – those shows that experienced the highest 
growth rates from 2022-23 – will be revealed.

Kevin Daigle
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Astrid Kurnianta and Cassandra Buckley, 
Veggies Made Great

Expo West 2024
ANAHEIM CONVENTION CENTER   •  ANAHEIM, CA  •  MARCH 12-16, 2024
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Colin Babin and Monica Plawecki, 
Applegate Farms

Beverly Crouch and Norman Cross, Unique 
Snacks

Chris Judkins, Coombs Family Farms, and 
Daemon Borek, Bascom Maple Farms

Dan O’Connor, Spencer Singer, Jessica 
Wetzonis and Andrew Crowley, Polar 
Beverages

Ryan Selleroli, Maggie Leenas and Steve 
Atieh, Like Air

Jake Jacobsen, Emily Whelahan and Helge 
Weitz, Oatly’s

Michelle Bratmeyer and Victoria Novo, 
Goya Foods

Gavin Ramsey, Once Again Nut Butter Heather Haas, Jenny Bostock, Rachel Wells, Kayleigh 
Swift, Levin Fiske, Lanser Boint and Jennifer O’Malley, St 
Pierre Group

John Card, Patrick Ford and Jon Slone, Bone Suckin’ Sauce

Joseph Basile, Linda Perle, Sheala Teirney, Mark Coleman, 
Diane Basile, Anthony Basile and Kevin Cyer, Catalina Oils

Majid Boroujurdi, Elaine Powell, Glenn Stewart, Ashley 
Pickens, Laura Chase and Tim Walsh, The Hershey Co.

Max Gibbs, Scott Wilson and Brian Shook, Herr Foods
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Alexandra Bauerova and Luke Abbott, VdrivenAdvantage Solutions panel discussion from the Experiential Services Division Brian Deo, My/Mochi Ice Cream

Expo West
ANAHEIM CONVENTION CENTER  •  ANAHEIM, CA  •  MARCH 12-16, 2024

Jesse Stephens, Dorian Suon, Virginia Stephens, Chrissy 
Merafuentes and Subriana Pierce, CA Fortune

Brooke Burke, Vanessa Hudgens, Rhonda Tagge, Oliver Trevena, 
Bob Reeves and Nikki Reed

Frank Chessman, Caliwater
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Chosen Foods’ new sauces have taste of 
classics ‘without all the bad ingredients’

Chosen Foods, an avocado oil company, was at ExpoWest 2024 to debut 
three new sauces and a chocolate hazelnut spread. Kendyll Neveau, marketing 
manager, discussed the new products with The Shelby Report’s Bob Reeves.

The new sauces are avocado oil based, Neveau said. “We have a chicken 
sauce, an everything bagel sauce and a burger sauce. They are that restaurant-
style sauce but made with avocado oil and the good fats from that oil, cleaner 
ingredients and are non-GMO.”

The packaging for the sauces was designed as a squeezable, smaller size. 
“We want people to try it and make sure they love the taste. Then we’re 

hoping to get in a bigger pack later … It really does taste like those classic sauces 
you love but without all the bad ingredients.”

The chocolate hazelnut spread also is made with avocado oil and has 40 
percent less sugar than the leading brand, according to Neveau.

“The first ingredient is hazelnuts. It’s creamy and delicious, contains those good fats … You really get that nice hazelnutty 
taste,” she said. “We don’t use any natural or artificial flavors. It’s all of those roasted hazelnuts and no palm oil, which is 
great.”

Neveau said the spread will be available in Sprouts this summer and also is available on Amazon and Chosen Foods’ 
websites. The sauces will be debuting at Walmart in early April.
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Caliwater taps into 
benefits of ‘super fruit’ 
prickly pear cactus

Oliver Trevena, co-founder with Vanessa Hudgens 
of Caliwater, was at ExpoWest 2024 to promote 
the cactus water brand. He spoke with The Shelby 
Report’s Bob Reeves about the origins of the healthy 
water product.

Trevena said Caliwater has half the calories and 
half the sugar of coconut water and more health 
benefits. He added it is a fully sustainable brand.

Trevena said he is involved in the health and well-
ness space and always tries to eat healthy. When some 
blood work showed high sugar levels, he realized it 
was due to his coconut water intake. “Just by drinking 
two or three coconut waters a day, I was doing around 
70 grams of sugar.” 

This realization led him to seek an alternative with 
the same or better health benefits but less sugar. 
Trevena said the solution was in the prickly pear 
cactus.

Caliwater is sold in cans, with four flavors, but 
Trevena said they were introducing their new line of 
kids pouches at ExpoWest.

“That’s fronted by Vanessa Hudgens, Roselyn 
Sanchez, Nikki Reed and Brooke Burke, all incredible 
mums. Vanessa Hudgens is a mum to be … They’re 
investors. We have some amazing people involved in 
this brand because I think once you taste it, it tastes 
amazing. It’s non-carbonated, it’s good for you, incred-
ible hydration, immunity, digestion, skin benefits. The 
prickly pear is like a super fruit that no one really 
tapped into.”

Trevena said he and Hudgens created the brand 
and are very hands-on with “every single component 
from the design to the team. It’s our brand. It’s our 
baby.”

When the brand launched, Trevena and Hudgens 
wanted to donate part of the proceeds from the 
business to charity. He said he attended Olive Crest’s 
annual gala last year and met Cher Cech, grocery sales 
manager at Albertsons, who introduced him to the 
Olive Crest Foundation.

The donated proceeds support Olive Crest’s 
mission of “preventing child abuse by strengthening, 
equipping and restoring children and families in crisis 
… One Life at a Time.”

Through its national cause marketing campaign, 
Child Abuse Stops Here Network, a portion of the 
proceeds from Caliwater’s kid pouches will raise 
awareness and funds to help stop child abuse.

“What Olive Crest does for families and children … 
is truly second to none,” Trevena said. “We stand by 
that, and we want to raise money.”

Pat Posey, WAFC, and Frank Chessman and Nick Benz, 
Caliwater

After ‘big innovation year,’ Kevin’s expands into frozen aisle
Kevin McCray, founder of Kevin’s Natural Foods, was at 

ExpoWest 2024 to promote the company’s move into the 
frozen aisle. He chatted with The Shelby Report’s Bob Reeves 
about the product innovation.

The expansion was a result of “follow-
ing the consumer around in their daily 
lives.” McCray said customers wanted a 
complete meal they could  take to work.

Initially a multi-serve sous vide 
meal, McCray said the original pack-
aged proteins or sides feed two to three 
people.  “We looked at how do we take 
[these] and turn that into a complete 
meal and then put it all in one container 
to give to the consumer on the go. That led us to the frozen 
aisle as our best delivery vehicle for that.”

Kevin’s Natural Foods launched a line of eight frozen 
entrees, all with the nutrition attributes the brand is known 
for, such as Paleo-certified and Keto-certified options. All 
are sous vide proteins – chicken raised without antibiot-
ics or hormones, grass-fed, grass-finished beef – with no 
refined sugar.

“As opposed to selling Thai coconut chicken on its own, 
now you can get a bowl and it has the same Thai coconut 

sauce you know and love, the same sous vide chicken, but 
now it’s also with cauliflower rice and fresh vegetables. You 
can just pop it in the microwave for three minutes.”

Researching frozen foods, McCray said “the first thing 
we did was eat everything in the frozen aisle.” The products 
they most liked had protein that was tender and moist, and 
the sauces were full of flavor. They started experimenting 
with their sous vide proteins and found that they hold up 
“extraordinarily well” in the freezer.

For the new line, McCray said the company has opened 
a new production facility in Stockton, California, about two 
miles from its sous vide facility. The proteins and sauces are 
assembled “in a cleanroom into these frozen bowls.”

McCray added that 2023 was a “big innovation year” for 
the company. At the end of the year, it launched a line of 
raw marinated proteins for this year’s grilling season. The 
chicken breasts are cut into portions.

“Just like in our sous vide meals, no bad bites, fully 
trimmed nice chicken breast filets in a marinade so you can 
just slap this on the grill in the summertime.”

The company also launched a line of chilled soups at 
retail, with “the health claims that Kevin’s is known for.” 
Currently in about 4,000 retail locations across the country, 
McCray said the soup line will expand later this year.

Kendyll Neveau, Chosen Foods 

Riding popularity of fast-growing gallon format, 
Perfect Hydration prepping for packaging refresh

Perfect Hydration is preparing to roll out the brand’s 
packaging refresh in the next two months, according to 
Louisa Lawless, chief strategy officer for the Los Angeles-
based company.

The Shelby Report’s Bob Reeves visited with Lawless 
during Expo West 2024 in Anaheim, California. 

“Stratis Group, our parent company, is an incubator of 
brands, like Perfect Hydration, which is the alkaline water 
side of our business, and we also have co-organic kombucha 
– two better-for-you wellness brands 
underneath the Stratus group portfo-
lio,” Lawless explained.

“Perfect Hydration is focused on 
sustainability, better-for-you hydration 
and domestic sourcing, which I think 
is just as important as talking about 
the substrates in which the packaging 
comes in. We are sourced locally within 
miles of every plant that we work for. 
The premium nature of the water and 
the soft palate finish is really what sets us apart.”

Perfect Hydration announced its brand refresh in 
November, with the new look debuting this spring. The 
packaging will highlight the beverage’s premium qualities 
and help promote its position as a brand for active lifestyles 

and athletes. 
“We wanted to give it a little bit more motion in the way 

that it showed up in the world, because we have been a 
national partner of the CrossFit Games, and we continue to 
focus on sports, active nutrition and fitness,” Lawless said.

“The people that are consuming our water, they are 
looking for function and enhanced fitness. We hope that 
our packaging refresh will resonate with that change.”

Perfect Hydration’s gallon bottle has recently become 
the fastest growing jug in water and premium water, accord-
ing to Lawless. One reason for this is due to the company’s 
growing distribution in national retailers and large format 
stores, such as Walmart, Rite Aid, Kroger and its first 
national retailer, CVS. 

The gallon format has become the brand’s fastest 
growing SKU, becoming No. 1 in growth in the last 52-week 
read from Circana.

“We’re also finding that this gallon is showing up in 
c-stores as well. This is a premium package – it’s a large 
package – it takes up a lot of real estate, but people are 
willing and able to pay for a premium. It’s the only gallon in 
existence,” Lawless said.

“People repurchase [our product] because they really 
enjoy the experience of the water. They feel hydrated faster 
is what we continue to get from our consumers.”

Kevin McCray

Louisa Lawless, 
Stratis Group/

Perfect Hydration
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