Date:  February 28, 2026
From:	Duane Urquhart
To:	Raechel Laenen, Chair, and California Avocado Commission Board Members

CAC Board Members:

Below is a fairly substantial amount of historical information regarding the recurring conflict of interest by importers on the CAC Board.  It has been submitted to the Grievance Committee directly, but with the discussion at the Governance Committee today concerning these issues requiring historical context, it has relevance to the CAC Board meeting March 5, 2026, especially as pertains to the agenda’s notice of appointments of board members without popular vote.  I request that you make this a part of the published minutes of for your meeting.  as well.


Looking back on some of the questions the Grievance Committee members posed at the grievance meeting, and some of the confusion that ensued with Norm's testimony, I thought I could provide some background. It seems like Al, Andy and John were basically handed a bunch of grievances and told to figure it out. The grievances are symptom of a dysfunctional the CAC organization, but, not the cause. 

I was in attendance on the virtual meeting in Dec 2020. Carolyn Gleason, a prominent Washington DC trade counsel, provided an extensive presentation on a potential ITC Unfair Trade claim of which I have a very clear recollection. Based on her experience, she specifically stated that the mere filing of ITC claim would most likely cause the importers to reduce foreign imports into the US market for 4-5 years while the claim was pending to avoid having a potential adverse ITC ruling.

Probably like most growers, I thought wow with all the flood of imports depressing domestic avocado prices, the CAC Board was going to jump at this opportunity.  I was totally flabbergasted by the 9-3 vote in opposition. 

I became more curious and then decided to attend the CAC March 2021 victual meeting. On page 6 (Item 3-3a) highlight of the FirstAttachment was a re-casting of the Dec 2020 ITC meeting minutes that were already approved at the CAC Feb board meeting. This was weird to me on a couple of fronts. 1) Minutes are actually supposed of be an accurate summary of what had transpired at the meeting. 2) Also, the discussion of the ITC cost never occurred at the Dec meeting.

The Dec meeting's official CAC motion was to form a CAC subcommittee to further investigate an ITC which would be at no cost. Then, it dawned on me that CAC importer board members who voted opposition to pursuing an ITC claim never gave a reason in Dec 2020 meeting for their opposition. Were they retroactively trying to provide cover for conflicted vote?

Next, I was invited by Jennifer and Kurt Bantle to be on a conference call with Calif State Legislator who was sponsoring AB 865- a bill to protect certain California commodities (avocados included) from imports into state which did not meet the same Calif production standards. The legislator's Chief of Staff told us all directly, she had received a call from Ken Melban of CAC who insisted that avocados be removed from the bill's protected commodities list. 

I then looked back at the prior CAC meeting minutes. There was no prior CAC meeting in which this AB865 bill or similar had ever been discussed prior to the Melban call. There is only two likely choices here: 1) Either Melban took it upon himself to independently contact the legislator without Board approval in which case he should be fired; or, 2) Some CAC importer board members asked him to make the call off the record. (Note: Norm has filed the California Public Record request for all the CAC Board communications with CAC staff during is period but CAC continues to delay and not produce which is legally required-hence one of the reasons for a grievances.)

After the Melban call to the legislator's office, AB865 showed up on a subsequent CAC meeting agenda. The CAC importer board voted to take a "neutral position". Why would any grower-based board not support their own state's full efforts to protect their farmers' livelihoods? (It became more apparent that CAC packer/importer board members were not worried about the California growers' best interests. They were more worried about protecting the 90% of their revenue stream from foreign imports not the remaining 10% fruit volume from California growers.)

Next, I researched the HAB legislation and found that 25% or more of the producers of which CAC Board represented could request the USDA to conduct a HAB referendum. Clearly, CAC represented more than 25% of the producers but it was also clear from prior actions that the CAC importer board majority was not going to approve a referendum request to the USDA.

I filed a grievance which by CAC Bylaws must be heard by the CAC Board.  However, my grievance was different-my grievance was to have the CAC Board submit the HAB referendum request directly to the California growers for a vote which would bypass the CAC importers board ongoing opposition.. or so I thought. However, the CAC importer board voted again 9-2 against allowing their grower constituency right to even vote on HAB referendum. (Note: I would have preferred that it have gone straight to the grower's but, again CAC has refused to release the grower's mailing contact list.)    

Unless you and other growers think all of above is proper, innocent, non-conflicted, and normal CAC Board behavior, I suggest you carefully examine the First Attachment and look at the ITC vote tally-all the highlighted opposition votes on all the above actions were either packer/importers, employees of packer/importers, or family members related to packer/importers. Then, carefully read and examine the Second Attachment,  the official CAC Conflict of Interest policy, to determine whether there was a violation of the CAC Board fiduciary requirements.

I don’t believe you need to be an attorney to understand the plain conflict of interest guidelines. You may not even agree with the conflict-of-interest policy but, that is the existing CAC policy guideline that is published with each CAC meeting agenda.

Also if growers sell fruit to packers/importers they do not have any conflict per the CAC policy as most all growers sell to packer/importers. The financial conflict only comes into play if a grower in a CAC producer's seat is employed, owns stock, or has family members involved with a packer/importer.

There are some 1,700 growers. It should not be too hard to find 10 growers with no conflicts. Also, there are two (2) CAC handler seats available for the packer/importers which is where they belong not in grower/producer seats and controlling CAC Board decisions.  

Despite some of the confusing testimony, the above is an accurate historical summary of the conflicted importers' actions on the CAC Board which Norm's grievances are designed to permanently prevent. (Note: There are already over 100 growers that have signed written AAF survey that support these grievance reforms.)


Duane

