
Back to the Future with Lettuce – A Case Study on Predictability

One of the hot topics in the industry today is predictability. Now there are a few industries that are a little 
more advanced in the ways of predicting what will happen with the market, but specialty crops are not one 
of them. There are 76 factors that can impact the supply chain at any given time and throw a wrench into 
harvesting, production, pricing, transit, quality, and arrival.

As we know, one of the attributes that makes this a challenging industry are the ever-changing growing re-
gions. We are constantly trying to finish shipping from one area of the country, while starting from another 
region in order to avoid supply gaps.

Take lettuce for instance. We are currently transitioning from the desert to the valley in Salinas and if you 
look over the last seven years, you can see timing has been fairly consistent. Start around week 14 in the 
beginning of April and wind down towards the beginning of November in week 45. While volume stays fairly 
consistent, peak volume typically hits May – June each year.



With the data this intertwined over the 
course of seven years, we begin to look 
for patterns and zoom into a three-year 
window at the beginning of the season to 
help us understand what could happen 
in 2021 based on historical patterns:

Note we are looking at case volume in this example (we also possess volume by pound, kg, and 
trucks) and can see that while the shift begins in early April, promotable volume doesn’t arrive until 
the beginning of May. 

How about Shipping FOB, well, let’s look at the last three years during the same time frame:

How about Shipping FOB?
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Above you can see the years together, while below we look at them individually and you can start 
to understand while predictability becomes a little challenging. While volume was fairly consistent, 
pricing was not. In 2018, the market tops out just below $25 FOB at the beginning of May, while the 
following two years are closer to $12 - $15 range during the same time period. 



As you can see by the side-to-side comparison below, the fluctuation in price does 
not match the flow of volume, so it is not as easy as supply and demand. There is 
more at play:

With pricing not following the volume trend, we 
turn to the impact at store level to see if retail 
pricing remains consistent or fluctuates with 
the market. 

For this, we focus in on the Southeast region 
of the country selling a 24ct iceberg lettuce 
by the pound (we capture multiple regions 
and pack sizes). Here we can see the direct hit 
stores took on retail when pricing rose in 2018. 

Outside of that, and since a lot of retailers are 
on contract, pricing remains fairly consistent 
in 2019 with a slight bump towards the end of 
2020 and obviously early in 2018.

We still do not have an answer as to why the 
market fluctuates so much in 2018 and 2020, 
while it remains fairly consistent in 2019. 
So we turn to the one constant that changes 
our suply chain in the blink of an eye – the 
weather.

Retail Pricing

2018

2019

2020

2018

2019

2020



Weather

For this comparison, we will need to access the Agtools dashboard view of historical weather 
patterns for the month of March 2018 – 2021. I’ve added 2021 for comparison features. The dates 
run 3/1 – 4/1 for each of the years. 

The color coding is calculated from our agronomists and represent growing conditions specific to 
the commodity. Dark blue meaning growing conditions are too cold, red, too hot, and green, just 
right.

The weather recordings instantly highlight the warmer weather patterns experienced in 2018 & 2020 – 
the same two years that show multiple fluctuations in FOB pricing. Additionally, we see a similar occur-
rence this year at the beginning of April. 2019 also experienced a general rising of temperature which 
is easier on the product. Look at the similar pattern in 2021, although it is heating up earlier than the 
last three years.
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Let’s look at everything combined last year:

Notice how pricing rises towards the end of the month in 2020. This correlates with the cold weather pattern 
experienced the last half of March, which directly impacts production during this time period.

Let’s look at 2019:

2020
Weather 3/1 – 4/1, Volume (Cases), Shipping FOB, Retail (Southeast)

2019
Weather 3/1 – 4/1, Volume (Cases), Shipping FOB, Retail (Southeast)



Here we see a gradual increase in temperature, and while we could also speak to other 
differentiating factors like humidity, wind speed, dew point, cloud coverage, precipitation 
amounts, and lunar phases, we will focus on temperature. As the growing conditions slowly 
improves, the volume slowly increases to coincide and the pricing follows suit, unlike what we 
saw in 2018.

So where does this leave us? Here is what we know about 2021 so far in terms of iceberg 
lettuce from Salinas, CA.

• Weather is similar to the 2018 pattern that led to fluctuating markets.
• The warm-up trend started is similar to 2019 but with a later start date.
• 2021 saw high temperatures toward the end of March similar to 2018.
• The cold spell we had in early March in 2021 is similar to the stretch of cold tempera-
tures experienced in mid-March through the end of the month in 2020. 

The first 3-4 weeks of the season will provide a much more detailed view into the rest of the 
season and what we can expect in terms of pricing, supply, and demand. 

Keep a close eye on the weather patterns, the volume numbers at the beginning of the sea-
son, and the correlating pricing compared to other years. If you don’t have a system captur-
ing all of those items, we are happy to help provide the solution needed. 

After all, we strongly believe that the more you see, the more you can achieve.
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