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about the other 10 percent? I asked. 
"There's a bit ofan elitist perspective there that he verbalizes," Schnieders 

said. "We have to produce safe, healthy, tasty foods for a wide population, 
not just for the folks that eat at Chez Panisse." 

For his part, Pollan, whom I contacted after my visit with Schnieders, 
told me he thinks Sysco's sustainability initiatives are sincere. "Sysco is a 
highly decentralized company, making it especially hard to reform," he 
wrote, "but figuring out how huge institutions like this can profitably 
engage with small entities, like farmers or artisan food producers, is one 
of the key challenges we face, and Rick seems intent on solving it." 

Schnieders, who will retire this year after 27 years with the company to 
pursue work in "sustainability and battling childhood hunger", makes the 
business arguments for change as eloquently as he does the moral ones. 
It's partly a matter ofresponding to customer demand, he told me. Chefs 
and diners are asking for local, sustainable, ethnic, and artisanal ingredi­
ents, and Sysco must tailor its inventory accordingly. The company now 
offers meats from grass-fed, antibiotic-free, and humanely raised animals; 
seasonal and organic produce; specialized product lines for Asian, Mexi­
can, Italian, and vegetarian food; and the ChefEx program, which allows 
chefs to order directly from specialized suppliers. It's no exaggeration to 
say that Sysco has changed the way testaurants source ingredients. A chef 
in Connecticut no longer has to drive to New York City every week to 
stock up on arugula and branzino. A steak house in Iowa can regularly 
feature Australian Wagyu beef rib eye. 

But what about the food miles? I asked Schnieders. He responded with 
a story about eight cases oflocally grown salad greens he encountered on a 
visit to upstate New York. "That organic farmer had put those eight cases 
in his pickup truck and driven 40 miles down, 40 miles back," Schnie­
ders said. "The carbon footprint on a per-case basis or a per-pound basis 
is huge. So, we did a little analysis. We would deliver organic greens from 
California 1,700 cases at a time; ifyou measure the cost per case and the 
environmental footprint, it's actually less for those cases coming from Cal­
ifornia." Schnieders hastened to add that new truck routing and packing 
policies at Sysco cut 10 million miles driven in 2008, or the equivalent in 
carbon dioxide emissions of taking more than 3,000 cars off the road. 

Gary Nabhan, one of the founders of Renewing America's Food Tra­
ditions, a coalition of food, agriculture, conservation, and educational 
organizations that advocates for sustainable practices, said he is impressed 
with Sysco's efforts. "If they see the value in cutting food miles and fuel 
costs, it behooves all the rest of us to get on board as well," he said. 

JOHN BAUGH SAW WHICH WAY the wind was blowing back in 1969, 
when he joined his Houston-based frozen-food business with eight other 
companies to form a giant supplier named Sysco (an acronym for "Sys­
tems and Services Company"). Baugh, who died in 2007 at the age of 
91, predicted America's shift to an eating-out culture and revolutionized 
the restaurant industry with his coast-to-coast trucking and distribution 
center network, which delivered the processed and frozen foods that the 
national chain restaurants began to demand. "Frozen foods taste better 
than anything I could grow in my garden," Baugh was known to pro­
claim. At its initial public offering, in 1970, Sysco had aggregare sales of 
$U5 million. In 2008 its sales total was $37.5 billion. 

Still, Schnieders sees dark clouds gathering for rhe food indusrry. Irre­
spective of food miles and carbon footprints, he said, nurturing and 
diversifying local agriculture systems is a practical necessity in this era 
ofclimate change and environmental degradation. He cited rhe example 

of California's Salinas Valley, where most of the nation's salad greens 
are grown; groundwater salinity there is threatening productivity, and 
the valley's bounty may eventually dwindle. "Where are we going to 
go, when 60 to 70 percent of our produce comes from that valley?" 
Schnieders asked. "I think we need to be encouraging folks within local 
geographies to produce these products again." 

That's where people like Dave Yandow come in. Yandow and his three 
brothers sold their l30-year-old Connecticut-based produce distribu­
tion company, the Fowler & Huntting Co., to Sysco in 2005 and still 
run it under the auspices of FreshPoint, Sysco's fresh-produce division, 
which includes 31 similar regional sub-companies nationwide. What 
Sysco got out of the deal were the know-how and the local connec­
tions that Yandow and his predecessors had spent more than a century 
establishing. Today, Fowler FreshPoint, as the brothers' operation is 
now called, distributes produce to restaurants, universities, hospitals, 
and supermarkets in an area that encompasses southern Vermont and 
New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, and east­
ern New York State. 

During the growing season, 30 to 40 percent of the company's pro­
duce comes form the Northeast. Even in December, when Yandow 
showed me around his warehouse in Hartford, he could point out cider 

"MIDDLEMEN GET A BAD RAP SOMETIMES," YANDOW 
SAYS. "BUT THE HARDEST THING ABOUT BEING A 
FARMER IS NOT GROWING THE CROP. THE HARD­
EST THING IS MARKETING AND SELLING IT" 

from Harvard, lvlassachusetts; organic yukon gold pot:ltoes from Wood­
land, Maine; and sugar pumpkins from Bloomfield, Connecticut. "Since 
1865 this company has always sold locally grown," Yandow told me. 
"People look at it like these are brand-new ideas. These are old ideas." 

For Yandow, as for Schnieders, helping farmers to observe sustainable 
practices means helping them to be sustainable economically. "We're 
able to allow smaller farms an opportunity to make a living, to expand 
their marketplaces beyond their normal reaches," he said. Yandow 
doesn't shy away from calling himself-and, by extension, Sysco-the 
middleman. Unlike Farm to Chef programs or farmer cooperatives, 
which connect chefs and retailers directly with local producers, Fowler 
FreshPoint buys produce from farmers and sells it at a profit. "I think 
middlemen get a bad rap sometimes," he told me. "But the hardest thing 
about being a farmer is not growing the crop. The hardest thing is mar­
keting and selling it." 

ON MY LAST NIGHT IN HOUSTON, as I drove back toward my 
airport hotel, I spotted a roadside Wendy's and pulled over. This was 
research, I reasoned: the burger chain is one ofSysco's largest customers. 
Besides, I was hungry, and it was late. Almost automatically, I ordered 
a favorite childhood combination, a burger and a Frosty. 

Squirting ketchup onto the square beef patty, I shuddered a bit at the 
memory of the mammoth ketchup cans and mountains of packaged 
beef 1'd seen in the Sysco warehouse. Still, the soft bun, thin layer of 
meat, and briny pickle tasted like pure nostalgia. Sysco, I thought, 
you've been here all along. But if Sysco has shaped the way I eat, it 
occurred to me, my choices-"voting with my fork"-can also help 
reshape Sysco. As I devoured my burger, I was glad to know that I would 
have many other opportunities to cast my ballot. jtI-:­


