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Allied Grape Growers is a winegrape marketing 
cooperative with 500 grower members from major 
winegrape regions of California.
The association exists for the purpose of efficient 
and competitive marketing of its members’ grapes as 
well as offering marketing services for non-members. 
Direct lines of communication are maintained year-
round with growers and vintners for better under-
standing of market conditions and opportunities.

Eighteen years have flown by since I joined the Allied Grape Grower 
team. It seems like just yesterday that I got a call asking if I was 
interested in applying for the position of president of an organization 
that, at the time, had 350 grower members and 7 board members. I 
still believe the reason I got the job was because there were so many 
Italian winegrape growers and Italian winery owners that the board felt 
I could negotiate a better deal. Whatever the reason, I welcomed the 
opportunity and challenge. It’s been a wild ride and I’ve enjoyed it all – 
it has truly been the pinnacle of my career. 

Over the years, I have enjoyed meeting and working with the members 
of AGG from up and down the state – from Mendocino and Lake 
Counties in the north to Kern County in the south. The diversity of AGG 
is not only a replica of the state’s industry, but it is what makes AGG a 
strong organization. All growers are important to AGG and to me.

“AGG” is not just a company; it has developed into a brand. So 
many times when we speak, we are asked to speak on behalf of “the 
winegrape growers” – not just AGG. We understand the market and 
demand for varieties, not only in our districts but beyond our borders. 
This has given AGG the ability to better understand the “total state of 
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Grape Acreage Report Analysis
Earlier this spring, the California Agricultural 
Statistics Service (CASS) released its annual 
Grape Acreage Report summarizing its 
accounting and estimation of bearing and 
non-bearing vineyard acreage in the state for 
the previous year. This report has been a very 
useful tool for our industry for many years, 
and continues to provide relevant and valuable 
information.

Because the data in the report is voluntarily 
submitted by grape growers statewide, it is 
by nature incomplete. However, both CASS 
and Allied Grape Growers (AGG) have made 
estimates based on additional information and 
analysis regarding the missing data in order to be 
able to paint a complete picture of bearing and 
non-bearing acreage.

Voluntary submissions of winegrape vineyard 
acreage totaled about 480,000 acres, of which 
19,000 acres were non-bearing. To fill in the 
missing submissions, CASS made an educated 
estimate that there were actually an additional 
120,000 acres (100,000 bearing and 20,000 
non-bearing) that was not reported. So CASS’ 
total estimated winegrape acreage in the state 
was 599,000 acres with 39,000 non-bearing and 
560,000 bearing.

AGG also generates estimates of acreage 
anually. Based on various analytics and data sets 
(including our annual grapevine nursery survey), 
AGG estimated in January that there were 
actually 589,000 bearing acres and 54,000 non-
bearing in 2017, for a total of 643,000 acres of 
winegrapes. This estimate is clearly much higher 

than that reported by growers and even eclipses 
the estimate made by CASS.

So where does AGG think the non-reported 
acres reside? According to our analysis, the 
non-reported bearing acres almost exclusively 
reside in the interior districts, with the San 
Joaquin Valley (from Lodi to Bakersfield) being 
under-reported, as a whole, by over 35 percent. 
The coastal districts perform very well with 
regard to reporting their bearing acreage. Lake, 
Mendocino and Solano Counties showed under-
reported percentages of 3 to 5 percent. The 
remaining coastal districts were within a percent 
or two of our estimates. 

Unfortunately, none of the state’s districts are 
good at reporting non-bearing (or newly planted) 
acres. It’s simply hard for the state to “find” 
those acres in the initial years. That is what 
originally prompted AGG to begin doing its 
annual nursery survey years ago.

What this means specifically is that when 
evaluating the acreage report, one can 
reasonably assume the reported bearing acreage 
in the coastal districts is accurate for analysis. 
Beyond that, the industry needs to turn to AGG 
estimates for a clear picture of bearing and 
non-bearing acres, and particularly for estimates 
regarding future production, which are based on 
our nursery survey.

AGG’s primary industry message this year has 
been one of supply base stability. We believe that 
we are entering a period of time where the state 
will not see any material amount of addition 

bearing acres. This is 
because we have been 
planting, and continue 
to plant, at the rate of 
pullouts, or what we call 
“the attrition rate.”
This DOES NOT mean 
that we won’t see 
additional winegrape 
production, however. 

We do fully anticipate 
that production will 
increase immediately, 
as young, newly planted 
vineyards are more 
productive than the aged 
vineyards being removed. 
In addition, it has been 
some years since the 
state has experienced 
an “average” or “above 
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Reflecting on 18 Years . . .

continued on Page 6

the industry.” You know the slogan “When 
EF Hutton speaks – everybody listens.” AGG 
has established that kind of credibility when 
discussing the winegrape marketplace.

I believe in association involvement and have 
strived to be active in as many organizations as 
possible, including the California Sustainable 
Winegrowing Association, Pierce’s Disease/
Glassy Winged Sharp Shooter Advisory Task 
Force, the Agricultural Council of California, 
National Grape Research Association, the 
Wine Institute, the California Association of 
Winegrape Growers and many, many others. 
On these boards, we have addressed industry 
issues such as hang time, contractual terms, 
AVAs, winemaking protocol, grape and 
acreage reports, labor and water, policy and 
regulation, and the list goes on and on.

During my tenure, we adopted a logo, mission 
statement and general philosophy with three 
key words: Quality, Integrity, and Stability.

Quality: Growing up as a table grape and 
winegrape grower, quality was always a 
priority for me, so my number one goal at 
AGG was to improve quality. Honestly, I had 
to evaluate if some growers were a good fit for 
where AGG was going in the future, and many 
tough conversations were had. 

Quality is relative to the buyer and the seller, 
but regardless of location, we insisted on 
basic levels of quality for all growers – no 
rot, mildew, sunburn, off-grade, MOG, etc. 
We will continue to argue for our growers to 
avoid excess hang time with high brix and 
dehydration. A quality wine, regardless of 
price point, starts with quality grapes, so I 
consistently advise growers to give wineries 
what they need in exchange for receiving a fair 
price. 

Integrity: We deal with our growers, the 
industry and our wine partners with integrity 
– there is no other way. In return, we expect to 
be treated with that same integrity! Our staff 
members are taught and directed to uphold this 
principal of dealing honestly with growers and 
wineries. This sense of integrity in negotiations 
can also be seen as a sign of soundness and 
strength.

Stability: Allied Grape Growers has been a 
California cooperative since 1951! As such, 67 
years alone should be a sign of stability. The 
longevity of our employee base also points to 
the loyalty that creates stability and provides 

for comfortable relationships 
with all of our stakeholders.

There are a couple of 
distinct periods during my 
tenure that are etched in my 
memory. When I took the 
helm of AGG in May 2000, 
it was the beginning of a 
down cycle for the SJV wine 
and concentrate industries. 
By 2002, spot market grape 
prices had plummeted to $65 
a ton for pretty much any 
grape without a contracted 
home. Those are times that 
are not easily forgotten.

On the other hand, there 
were various times the job 
was just plain fun – when 
the demand was greater than 
supply (which varied at times in different parts 
of the state). It was almost “name your price,” 
but we had to be cautious to be fair to the 
wineries so that they would be fair to us in the 
down years.

More than once in the last 18 years, when 
wineries were not willing to pay a sustainable 
price for winegrapes, we had to take the bold 
move to tell growers to think about removing 
economically unsustainable vineyards. (Do 
you remember the video clip of bulldozers 
in vineyards and the music playing “You’re 
Gonna Miss Me When I’m Gone?”) At one 
time recently, we estimated 36,000 acres 
needed to be removed from the Central Valley, 
and we told the industry that. Some criticized 
AGG for those statements, saying it was a 
selfish attempt to stabilize prices, to which I 
said, “Damn right!” Growers should not lose 
money when they farm any more than wineries 
should lose money by making wine!

As a result, many acres of winegrapes and 
raisin varieties were pulled out of the San 
Joaquin Valley. Most of those acres were 
replaced with almonds, pistachios and easy 
peel mandarin-type oranges. But inevitably, the 
clock will cycle again. Planting contracts in the 
Central Valley are not extinct, and in fact have 
recently resurfaced. Stay tuned.

We do nothing without the cooperation and 
participation of our winery partners. I have
had the pleasure of developing long-term
relationships with owner-operators, 

We adopted
a general

philosophy:
Quality,
Integrity

& Stability.

President’s Message (continued) 



North Coast Report - Chad Clark
As we make our way into fruit set and bunch 
closure, we continue to see the North Coast 
winegrape market experiencing successes in 
some areas and “lack thereof” in others.
 

Prior to budbreak, the market 
was active for most varieties in 
Sonoma and Napa Counties with 
moderate interest in Mendocino, 
Lake and Solano County grapes. 
Pricing continued to increase and 
we were able to secure several 
multi-year agreements throughout 
the North Coast, with emphasis on 
Russian River Valley Pinot Noir 
and Chardonnay, Napa Valley 
Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot 
and Zinfandel and North Coast 
Sauvignon Blanc. Additionally, 
the interest in “alternative 
varieties” from all North Coast 
appellations continued, and we 
witnessed several conversations 
about potential small acreage 
planting opportunities. 

With minimal activity from our larger winery
clients, we have been able to form new 
relationships with wineries we have not 
partnered with in the past. Due to these new 
relationships with smaller producers, the 
majority of the signed agreements have mostly 
been for smaller tonnages (less than truckload 
quantities).
 
Fast forward to today and we see continued 
interest in Russian River Valley Chardonnay 
and Pinot Noir along with Napa Valley 
Sauvignon Blanc, Zinfandel, Merlot, Cabernet 
Franc and “alternative varieties.” The pricing 
has softened overall, but remains strong with 
special properties.

Unfortunately, there’s a general lack of traction 
with some varieties and regions outside of 
Napa and Sonoma Counties. But a significant 
percentage of North Coast grapes are secured 
under multi-year contracts, with the slower 
market mostly affecting spot market variety/
region combinations that have struggled, even 
during stronger periods in the market.

The common discussion, as of late, has been 
about the potential crop size and lack of fruit 
shatter in most areas. We continue to work 
diligently, trying to locate new potential winery 
partners to secure the remaining available 
fruit. Some buyers have indicated that they are 
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concerned with acquiring too much inventory 
and have expressed a desire to release contracted 
tonnage. Demand has definitely changed this 
spring, and we are seeing it at the ground level. 

Decreasing our ask prices and potential per-
acre returns to increase sales opportunities may 
be a reality for grapes that remain unsold.

Northern Valley Report - Jeff Osterman
With bunch closure upon us in the North 
Valley, the overall 2018 crop at this point 
seems to be in the average range. Younger 
vineyards and cane pruned blocks do, however, 
show signs of a nice crop for 2018.

Chardonnay is looking to be back on track for 
an average crop after the short crop we saw in 
2017. Some blocks are showing good cluster 
stretch with the potential to size, that is, if 
mother nature cooperates.
 
Pinot Noir seems to be the standout as far as 
a crop that is looking to be above average this 
year. We have seen a solid set of Pinot in the 
North Valley, and clusters are filling out nicely 
as well.

Zinfandel 
in the North 
Valley is 
showing 
singles 
with a few 
doubles, so 
our thought 
at this point 
is that the 
Zin crop 
shouldn’t 
be much 
different in 
size than 
it was in 
2017. This 
could be a 
blessing, 
though, 
considering how stagnant the market has been 
for Zinfandel in recent years.

Market activity started off very fast out of the 
gates this year with demand for Chardonnay, 
Chenin Blanc, Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot 
Noir, Carignane, Petite Sirah and Cabernet 
Sauvignon. We had multiple buyers for various 
blocks, and at one point AGG was sold out of 
a few of the aforementioned varieties.
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Fast forward to now, and the current market 
is slower than that of a couple of months ago. 
Currently most of the large buyers are taking 
an inventory of what is available on the market. 
We have seen many contract re-signs, but some 
buyers have been holding off on immediate 
re-signs, especially on certain varieties.

Stand-alone Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, 
and young to middle-aged Cabernet Sauvignon 
have been moving at this point. Zinfandel 
movement has been slow, although there have 
been a few deals landed with larger tons. We 
are also seeing movement for smaller tons 
from coastal wineries looking for Old Vine 
Zinfandel from the east side of Lodi.
 
The market for Pinot Grigio has slowed down 
recently, with all of the plantings that went in 
over the last few years impacting the market 
with ample supply. Most wineries seem to be 
in balance on Pinot Grigio, and some are even 
showing signs of being on the long side. This 
could be due to consumers’ pallets trending 
over to Sauvignon Blanc recently, or dare we 
even suggest, Rosé.

Central/South Valley Report - Karl Lehman
Coming on the heels of the NBA Finals, I can’t 
help but compare the California grape market 
to that of a basketball player. Some winegrape 
deals are a slam dunk – easy drive thru the 
lane, no defenders around, and an easy score, 
just like selling Sauvignon Blanc in the current 
grape market. Then when a shooter gets hot, he 
can’t miss; it’s an automatic score. This would 
be compared to selling Grenache, Petite Sirah, 
French Colombard, Barbara, Chardonnay and 
Muscat Canelli. 

This was the case early on in the 2018 Central 
Valley grape market. But sometimes a shooter 
gets cold, and he can’t seem to make a bucket. 
Since bloom, it seems the shots have been off a 
bit, or maybe the baskets are just a bit illusive. 
Occasionally one sneaks a lay-up, in for a 
score, with little deals here and there, but for 
the most part things have been on the quiet side 
the past few weeks.

After analyzing the 2018 crop potential, it 
looks like we are on track for an average 
crop. This can be a vague statement, so I’ll 
clarify with the following: “The current crop 
is adequate for demand.” Bloom was a long 
drawn out period, with some varieties showing 
really good fruit set while others were showing 
more shatter then we’d like to see. One cause 
for concern is that the weather has been 

beautiful and the vines show it with 
healthy canopies, but it’s also prime 
mildew breeding ground. It’s very 
important that growers maintain 
a fungicide program, rotating 
materials, and not cutting corners. 
Nothing will shrink a crop like 
mildew.
 
The MVP of the Central Valley 
grape market for the 2018 harvest 
is generic whites. We have seen 
really good demand for generic 
whites, such as French Colombard, 
Chenin Blanc, Thompson Seedless 
and Fiesta. The balance of supply 

and demand has shifted 
where there’s more 
demand than supply, 

specifically in the 
case of Thompson Seedless, which is a grape 
that is very diverse and relevant in various 
markets. We are seeing all-time high pricing for 

Thompson Seedless, with raisin market pricing 
starting at $2,000-plus per ton, and on-the-vine 

“green” pricing at $300-plus for dehydrator and 
those wanting to buy green to make raisins. 

2018 Annual Membership Meeting
Luncheon & Raffle

Honoring Nat DiBuduo and
Celebrating 18 Years as President & CEO

July 10, 10:30 a.m. 
Pardini’s Banquet Facility, 2257 W. Shaw Ave., Fresno

Special Remarks by 
California Secretary of Agriculture Karen Ross

Assemblyman Jim Patterson
Former Secretary of State Bill Jones

July 12, 10:30 a.m.
Hyatt Regency-Sonoma Wine Country, 170 Railroad St., Santa Rosa

Special Remarks by
CAWG President John Aguirre

Former California Farm Bureau President Bill Pauli
Tony Correia, The Correia Company
Joseph Ciatti, The Zepponi Company
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 Kerman/Biola

Secretary 
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Treasurer 
Timothy Norgard, Ukiah

Directors 
Steven K. Nickel, Lodi 
Brian Capp, Napa/Solano
Ralph Olson, Easton 

Director-at-Large 
Ray Jacobsen, Fresno 

staff
President & CEO 
Nat DiBuduo

Incoming President 
Jeff Bitter

Manager of Accounting
& Administration 
Irene Ybarra

Accounting / HR 
Alesia Zion

Office Administrator 
Marcia Silva

Regional Managers
Chad Clark,
 North Coast
Jeff Osterman,
 North Valley
Karl Lehman,
  Central Valley

Grower Relations 
Matt Kerr &
Kevin Rogers,
 North Coast
Joe Osterman,
 North Valley
Emilio Miranda,
  (Viticulturist) &
  Ed Nikssarian,
Central Valley

Main Office:
 (559) 276-7021
Coastal Office:
 (707) 433-6525

management, grower relations staffs and winemaking staffs in all the wineries with which we do 
business. I want to take this opportunity to thank them for their willingness to work with me and 
our AGG team, and to realize that we are committed to Quality and Integrity, and continue to 
offer them Stability!

Thank you for indulging my walk down memory lane. I know this information is nothing new 
– it is just me reminiscing about some of my time at AGG – memories that will stay with me 
the rest of my life. I have truly enjoyed navigating this ship called Allied Grape Growers. It was 
humbling, overwhelming and a tremendous honor. No matter what the year or situation, my 
mission was to encourage and equip you to grow the best possible grapes, get the best possible 
price, and deliver a usable product to the wineries. One of our SJV growers called me one time 
to say, “Nat if it wasn’t for AGG and the contract you got me, I might have lost the ranch! 
Thank you!” It’s moments like these that kept me going in dark times. Knowing we are helping 
growers, big and small, with a way of life is very gratifying.

I have been privileged to work with some of the finest men and women on the face of this planet 
– farmers! You are the salt of the earth, full of pride and a strong work ethic that is probably 
unequaled by any other kind of organization. We all know that farmers have a target on their 
backs, and we need to band together. My entire professional life has also been accompanied by 
active involvement in organizations to help make our country, the agricultural industry and our 
lives better. We must all work together to ensure our future and the future of the next generation. 

As sad as it is to leave AGG, I’m excited to start a new chapter in my life – helping farmers and 
other landowners buy and sell their properties at the best price possible. I want to bring those 
same mission values – Quality, Integrity and Stability – to my new venture as well. 

Thank you to all my friends in the winegrape industry and greater agricultural industry whom 
I’ve had the pleasure of serving over the years. But special thanks to the members of AGG for 
your confidence, to the individual members of the board of directors through the years for your 
strong support and direction, and to my staff members who have worked tirelessly with and right 
beside me. AGG was not just a job, but my extended family.

When I began contemplating retirement, I had always determined I would not leave when the 
market was in peril. I can tell you today that the 2018 crop is in good shape, the market looks 
good and our staff is ready to continue its quality and professional service to ensure your futures. 
AGG’s current team is solid and cohesive, and I feel very comfortable and blessed leaving AGG 
in the hands of Jeff Bitter. Jeff has been actively involved in absolutely every aspect of this 
organization, and there is no one better qualified than he is to continue making the history of 
Allied Grape Growers. With Jeff as the new president, your cooperative will continue smooth 
sailing. I wish you all nothing but the best!

Reflecting on 18 Years . . .
President’s Message (continued) 

average” yield of winegrapes. These two factors together should contribute to annual winegrape 
crops in excess of 4,000,000 tons from here on out. Our crops have hovered around 4,000,000 tons 
or less for the last several years.

With wine shipments flattening out recently, even modest increases in production tend to make 
producers nervous. Following the recessionary times of a decade ago, most of the state’s wineries 
are very careful not to over-burden themselves with inventory. Most buyers tend to “play it short,” 
rather than speculatively buy based on projections of increased sales, in times of uncertainty.

Based on the proven connection between the stability and strength of the economy and the wine 
market, all in the industry are watching the economic trends very closely now. Specific efforts are 
being made with monetary policy and other areas to keep the U.S. economy from taking any major 
reversals in direction. We all hope this is a well-managed effort, but only time will tell. 

Grape Acreage Report Analysis
continued from Page 2
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In mid-May, Allied Grape Growers completed 
its San Joaquin Valley bunch count survey for 
2018. For each of the major varieties, we have 
numerous sample ranches from Clarksburg 
and Lodi in the north, down to areas south of 
Fresno. At each vineyard, we sample the same 
set of vines each year for consistency. This 
bunch count is broken into regions as described 
in the table herein and as applicable for variety. 
Allied Grape Growers does not report annual 
bunch counts in the coastal regions due to the 
fact that most growers adjust their crop load 
significantly in those regions throughout the 
growing season to meet winery expectations for 
crop load and quality.

The summary data included in the table herein 
represents average bunch counts for the San 
Joaquin Valley compared to the previous year 
as well as the 10-year average. This year, the 
variety/region combinations showed differences 
that were both more and less clusters than last 
year and the 10-year average, depending on 
the combination. Since a simple comparison 
to 2017 would only give the perspective of “as 
compared to last year,” we have also shown 
how the 2018 bunch counts compare to 
the 10-year average.
 
Based on bunch counts alone, we 
believe the crop looks like what we 
would classify as average. Nothing we 
see convinces us of a huge shortage or 
surplus across the board. However, a few 
things to note are:
• Lodi’s major historical varieties 

showed lower bunch counts than last 
year and the 10-year average except 
for Chardonnay;

• Whites in general are up from last 
year and even the 10-year average; 

• Generic reds seem to be generally 
up in counts while varietal reds 
seem generally down (except in the 
Central and Southern San Joaquin 
Valley). 

Aside from these immediate varietal/
categorical observations, there doesn’t 
seem to be any particular pattern we can 
call out for the crop as a whole.
 
Word from the field is that the Syrah 
crop is looking very light, despite the 
bunch count indication of a normal 
crop. Rubired, even though it shows a 

Bunch Counts & Crop Size Analysis
very strong bunch count, cannot be completely 
evaluated for yield until well after berry set, as it 
is extremely prone to shatter. 
The Thompson Seedless counts (at 32.7 clusters 
per vine) were dead-on with our 10-year 
average and higher than last year. We fully 
expect a 9.5 to 10 ton-per-acre Thompson crop 
based on bunch counts and growing conditions 
so far.

The bigger story than bunch counts for 2018 
has been the extremely favorable growing 
conditions experienced during the spring. 
This has contributed to bunch elongation, an 
extended bloom time, and a mostly favorable 
berry set. Although nothing particularly exciting 
comes from bunch counts alone, most in the 
industry are saying that this crop should be a 
solid average or better, crop. 

We are making our initial estimate of the 2018 
winegrape crop at 4.25 million tons, which 
would be an all-time record. But as always, we 
reserve the right to change that estimate as we 
move through the year.

2018 AGG Bunch Count  Bunch From From
% Change from 2017 & 10-Yr Avg Count Last Yr 10-Yr Avg

Whites 
Chardonnay (Dist 11/17 - Lodi/Clarksburg) 64.7 12.3% -10.8%
Chardonnay (Dist 12 - Merced-Manteca) 82.7 34.1% 7.2%
Chardonnay (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 103.0 25.8% 22.9%
French Colombard (Dist 13-14) 116.7 11.6% 9.2%
Muscat of Alexander (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 62.1 11.1% -6.7%
Pinot Grigio - San Joaquin Valley (incl. Lodi) 87.8 9.9% 1.6%
Thompson Seedless (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 32.7 18.8% 0.0%
Reds   
Barbera 105.2 34.9% 37.6%
Cabernet Sauvignon (Dist 11 - Lodi) 80.3 -21.2% -16.5%
Cabernet Sauvignon (Dist 12 - Merced-Manteca) 95.8 -17.9% -10.4%
Cabernet Sauvignon (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 85.8 3.3% -2.8%
Carignane (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 116.2 36.7% 33.1%
Grenache (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 86.6 14.8% 8.9%
Merlot (Dist 11 - Lodi) 70.2 -14.0% -5.2%
Merlot (Dist 12 - Merced-Manteca) 75.3 -9.7% -13.3%
Merlot (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 119.3 36.1% 38.9%
Petite Sirah (Dist 11 - Lodi) 48.8 -15.6% -21.4%
Rubired (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 156.0 23.4% 3.3%
Ruby Cabernet (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 124.3 21.2% 12.8%
Syrah (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 89.9 1.1% 5.8%
Zinfandel (Dist 11 - Lodi On wire) 46.6 -8.3% -19.7%
Zinfandel (Dist 11 - Lodi Head trained) 40.8 -18.4% -16.8%
Zinfandel (Dist 13 - Madera/Fresno) 66.9 7.3% -11.7%



With the retirement of Nat DiBuduo as president 
and CEO of Allied Grape Growers (AGG) on 
June 30, 2018, Vice-President Jeff Bitter was 
appointed by the board of directors to assume 
the role of president for the 500-member 
association. Jeff is no stranger to AGG, having 
worked for the association since 1997, serving 
as vice-president the last 18 years and during the 
entire term of Nat’s presidency.

“Nat and I have worked 
side-by-side as a great 
team for nearly two 
decades, and I have been 
involved in every aspect 
of association operations 
during that time. I look 
forward to continuing with 
the successful operations 
we have been known for, 
and will also bring some 
fresh perspectives and 
new ideas to the table for 
implementation,” Bitter says.

Bitter joined the AGG 
team while still seeking a 
master’s degree in business 
administration at California 

State University, Fresno. At that time, AGG only 
employed seven people, and Bitter was brought 
on to help then-President Barry Bedwell with 
contract negotiations and administration. Bitter 
completed his studies in 2000, earning his MBA, 
and was simultaneously promoted to vice-
president of operations with the hiring of Nat 
DiBuduo as president that year. The association 
now employs 12 full time people.

In 2001, Bitter applied for the California 
Agricultural Leadership Program and was 
accepted into a class of 30, and completed the 
program in 2003. “The Ag Leadership Program 
was instrumental in providing that extra level of 
training and education needed to become a true 
ag leader. Spending two years in a fellowship 
program learning about everything from politics 
to religion, and from social issues to personality 
profiling, in addition to traveling throughout the 
United States and abroad, proved to be a real 
asset in my daily work,” Bitter points out.

Bitter’s roots in AGG didn’t start growing 
in 1997. His family has been involved in the 

cooperative as grower-members since inception. 
Jeff’s grandfather was rumored to be the first 
member of AGG in Madera County in the 1950s, 
growing varieties such as Muscat of Alexander, 
Carignane, Grenache and Palomino. Jeff’s father, 
Bob, continued the family’s association with 
AGG throughout his farming career, and Jeff and 
his wife April utilize AGG to market grapes from 
their 40-acre vineyard in Madera County to this 
day.

Jeff is a fourth-generation farmer himself, 
which makes his role as association head that 
much more personal. He understands, firsthand, 
the challenges associated with farming in the 
great state of California. Bitter and his wife are 
raising four kids (ages 8 to 17) on their vineyard 
property, so he hopes one day at least one of 
them might take an interest in agriculture and 
carry on the family heritage.

Bitter is excited about the next chapter in the 
strong and vibrant life of Allied Grape Growers 
– a company that was formed in 1951 and 
continues to thrive in the midst of challenge 
nearly 70 years later. His plans for company 
growth are aggressive, but with equipped and 
loyal staff in place, he feels there will be no 
problem growing the company while continuing 
operations under its long-time motto – Quality, 
Integrity, Stability.

Bitter Takes the Helm at AGG

Trained for Saving Lives

In collaboration with the American Red Cross 
and ZOLL Medical Corp., Ron Rubin Winery is 
covering the cost of one ZOLL automated 
external defibrillator (AED) unit to qualifying 
North Coast wineries. To qualify, winery owners 
or representatives must email Ron Rubin at 
ron@ronrubinwinery.com. 

After a winery’s qualifications are approved, it 
will be contacted by the American Red Cross 
to schedule CPR/AED/First Aid training for the 
winery’s team. Winery participants will cover 
the cost of their staffs’ training.

List of participating wineries:
http://ronrubinwinery.com/aed-update/

More information:
http://ronrubinwinery.com/aed-how-to/
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