
look than the bare-bones, stack-it-
high format it has favored for nearly
two decades. The quickly scuffed white
flooring has been replaced with earth
tones and natural wood. Aisles are
wider, and merchandise no longer
towers to the ceiling.

At the end of October, it took a large
booth at the World Wide Food Expo in
Chicago to set up meetings with small-
er processors to regionalize its food
assortment and add more upscale
products to its mix. It also sponsored
daily seminars to teach smaller region-
al processors the ins and outs of deal-
ing with the world’s largest business.

The reason for this sudden move to
upscale retailing is obvious. Wal-Mart
is the master of selling commodities at
rock-bottom prices, but it’s not partic-
ularly good at selling outside of the
consumer packaged-goods world. Its
fashion apparel, despite frequent fash-
ion offensives, remains uninspired.
The same has held true in perishables,
where it has valued products that con-
formed to its impressive distribution
systems over others. Its bitter anti-
union bias led it to get rid of in-store
butchers years ago when they threat-
ened to unionize, and grocers who
could provide top-quality meat and
produce survived quite easily against
the onslaught of the Beast of
Bentonville. Upscale consumers who
flock to Target, Costco and Trader Joes
have shunned Wal-Mart in large part
because it is so lackluster in product
categories that are most important 
to them.

Whether Wal-Mart can sustain an
upscale move is debatable. The heart
and soul of the company is its ultra-
efficient distribution system, which
was on full display during the hurri-
cane season of 2005, when its truck-
loads of ice, water and generators
rolled into devastated cities days ahead
of those of the federal government.
But the success of those systems relies
on conformity. Trying to fit the square
peg of the meat business into the
round hole of Wal-Mart’s operations
may be a task that is beyond even the

Pork lift
With chefs such as Wolfgang Puck and
Emeril Lagasse raving about the flavor of
Berkshire pork, demand for the pricey but
toothsome red meat is expected to grow in
the domestic market. At least, two compa-
nies are betting it will. Snake River Farms,
which had a hit with Wagyu “American
Kobe” beef, is moving into the premium
pork market. 

Two Iowa producers, Pro Pork and
SiouxPreme have joined forces to concen-
trate on raising and processing Berkshire
hogs and then marketing the meat through
the new brand name Berkridge. At prices in the $10 per pound range, and with limited
supplies available (since much of the meat is exported to Japan, where it is prized as
“kurobuta” pork), Berkridge pork won’t become a mass market staple anytime soon. But
like Snake River, Berkridge plans to market to the upscale hospitality industry, then intro-
duce the product at retail once diners  are educated about the superior flavor and tex-
ture. As Puck put it, “Once you eat this, it’s hard to eat any other pork.”

Troy Arens, director of sales and marketing for Berkridge, notes that Berkshire hogs,
which are descended from a venerable British line, virtually disappeared in the United
States because they are so difficult to raise. “They have smaller litters, and they don’t put
on weight very well,” he says. “They put on fat, not muscle. But it’s that fat that gives
them the flavor and texture.”

Why the sudden comeback? Arens says that both Pro Pork and SiouxPreme have
been involved in the Berkshire market for over a decade, but almost strictly for export.
Now, American tastes are changing, and people are willing to pay more for a great eat-
ing experience. “People attach themselves to a story,” he says, “and if you can deliver a
clearly better product, price becomes less important.” At roughly $10 a pound at retail,
Berkshire pork is still significantly less expensive than prime beef, he notes.

Berkridge is concentrating on building its network of smaller family farms to ramp up
production and produce a reliable, consistent supply of Berkshire pork. “Consistency is
the main thing we bring to the table,” Arens says. “All of our hogs are fed the same
ration, corn and soy, and we can predict six months out what the supply will be.”
Berkridge is relying on word of mouth, so to speak, to build demand at retail, which is
still a premium-pork market in its infancy.

Farm income plummets
Farmers will earn about $11.1 billion
less than they did a year ago from
their farming operation, about $71.4
billion compared to 2004’s record
$82.5 billion, USDA predicts. The
Economic Research Service blames
higher expenses, particularly fuel
costs. Don’t bring out the crying
towel just yet, though. Government
cash payments will increase by $9.4
billion, to $22.7 billion, nearly mak-
ing up the difference.

60%The

amount the United States is 

willing to cut farm subsidies if 

a WTO Free Trade Agreement 

is signed. Farmers are less 

than happy with that

announcement.


