an Francisco Natural

Bi-Rite Market leverages an innovative new community program

to connect with food-loving shoppers.

by Jobn Unrein

A bakery shopper carefully in-
spects shelves of artisan bread loaves
at Bi-Rite Market in San Francisco's
bohemian Mission District and pauses
to ask what she considers a simple
question: “Can you tell me the flavor
differences between the Acme bread
and Semifreddi’s,” she says, referring
to two local brands of artisan bread

Bi-Rite owner Sam Mogannam is committed
to creating community through food.

while addressing a store associate
nearby. “I'm having a dinner party to-
night. [ want to make sure everything
is perfect.”

Her question is anything but
simple. It speaks volumes about the
changing demands of today's bakery
shoppers — why they want to know
everything that goes into their food
products and — oh, by the way — please
be specific. Bi-Rite's owner Sam Mo-

gannam jokes that his deli customers

buying bacon might want to know the
name of the pig.

For this reason, Mogannam is
turning a key educational challenge
into a blossoming connection oppor-
tunity. Once a week, this innovative
specialty grocer hosts dinner demos
in their community events center for
consumers to hobnob with a local
food producer, such as a rancher,
a cheesemaker or produce grower.

Typically, about 20 people gather
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for dinner to share ideas and build
community among food lovers — “so
consumers can see face to face who is
feeding them,” Mogannam says.
“Through an innovative commu-
nity center and thought provoking,
fun programming, we inspire action
and foster collaboration toward

creating a just and sustainable food

system,” according to the Bi-Rite non-
profit program called “18 Reasons,”
which is now so successful that it takes
one full-time employee just to manage
the ongoing events calendar.

Once amonth, 18 Reasons holds
a DIY (do-it yourself) Desserts pro-
gram in which dessert lovers attend

to share their favorite ways to make

A True Neighborhood Grocer

From the time it opened in 1940, Bi-Rite Market has been a Mission
District institution.

The Mogannam family has owned the market since 1964, with brothers
Ned and Jack operating it for the first 26 years. Back then it was the sort
of market where neighborhood housewives could do all their daily shopping
and police officers stopped by on their daily beats. Ned’s sons Sam
and Raphael spent their childhood stocking the grocery shelves
after school and on weekends, never dreaming of owning the store
one day.

Sam and Raphael took over the store from their father and uncle
in 1997, maintaining the classic art deco facade and the original
neon sign celebrated in Michael F. Crowe’s book “Deco by the Bay.”

Formerly the chef/owner of his own restaurant in downtown San
Francisco, Sam Mogannam brought a restaurant perspective to the

grocery store, focusing on genuine service above all else: when a

customer walked through the door of Bi-Rite, they would be treated
like a guest in our own home. As a chef, Sam insisted on stocking
cooking ingredients of the highest quality, taste, and freshness. Sam
renovated the space, installing a full kitchen; for the first time in the
city, restaurant-quality food was available for take-out.

Bi-Rite continues to be a family affair. Sam Mogannam is the
owner, and Raphael Mogannam is the head grocery buyer. Mom
and Dad Mogannam still help out at the market, and several staff
members have been part of the family for years, going back to the
days of Sam’s restaurant. Bi-Rite Market evolves along with 18th
Street and Dolores Park; as a hub of relaxation, activism, and good
eats, our block has become a beating heart of San Francisco.

urce: Bi-Rite Market
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chocolate cake or other types of
desserts among friends. Each month
there's a different theme. In January,
the theme was “Make Something
New!" and San Francisco baking blog-
ger Irvin Lin created a Genoise cake
with Boysenberry filling and Italian
Meringue. “I had a chance to sample
some ridiculously good desserts as
well as meet some awesome people,
which is really what the DIY Dessert
event is all about,” Lin wrote in his
Feb. 7 blog. “Meeting local bakers
and dessert lovers and eating desserts!”

Local customers love to shop at Bi-Rite for

its neighborhood feel.



Operating its own creamery and bake shop helps Bi-Rite offer

signature desserts, merchandised with other fresh foods.

Other bakery classes at 18 Reasons include the
“Bread Basket Bonanza,” a new series of wild yeast
bread. Starting Feb. 21, they plan to offer classes on
bread starters, shaping, and proofing. They've even
done classes on bagels with local baker Danny Gabri-
ner of Sour Flour who guides consumers through the
process of hand mixing and hand shaping, and explains
what makes a bagel a bagel. Consumers leave the class
with bagel dough ready to be baked, and the knowl-
edge of how to complete the entire process.

So, you might ask, what benefit can a retailer gain
from teaching consumers how to make the products
you sell in your own store? Mogannam, who grew up
in the grocery business, explains his philosophy of
success to be much more than about selling. It's about
connecting. “Our mission is to create community
through food.”

Creating Community

“We believe that food does more than nour-
ish: food brings people together. We think it's our
responsibility to build meaningful relationships with
each part of our extended family; the food we make
and sell connects our staff, our guests, our producers
and the environment. In this way, we create community
through food.”

The above words from Bi-Rite's own mission
statement tell the story of its commitment to the local
community and its staff. Bi-Rite has grown from a staff
of six to 85 employees in the 14 years since brothers
Sam and Raphael, who is head grocery buyer, took

over the business in 1997.

™

PROTECT YOUR PRODUCT FROM A

TWISTED WORLD
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Sam Mogannam says they adhere
to several basic principles as a success-
ful business strategy that has served
them well since the specialty grocery
store started.

Staff: We strive to create a learn-
ing and rewarding workplace for our
staff. Staff members are encouraged to
taste everything, work on our farms,
and frequent events at 18 Reasons,
our non-profit community art & food
space. Food classes happen all the
time. We take care of our staff: each
member is eligible for employer-
sponsored health insurance, receives
a meal with their shift, and is offered
a generous discount. We want staff to
be able to afford life in San Francisco
and build a career as part of our Bi-
Rite family.

Producers: We have a deep ap-
preciation and respect for our ven-
dors. We don't just taste the final
product—we get to know the person
who grows, raises, and crafts it. By
getting to know the farmer, fisherman,
rancher, and artisan, we better appre-
ciate their art, dedication and passion.
As a result, we're better stewards of
their hard work.
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Signs educate shoppers about the flavor

profiles of Bi-Rite’s gourmet deli foods.

Guests: We treat our customers
like guests in our own home. Their
passion, enthusiasm, and desire to
celebrate food are a constant source
of inspiration for us; we learn from
them every day. Several of our staff
members have started out as guests.

Environment: As a society, we

realize that where we shop and what
we eat has an impact on our environ-
ment. We hope our guests choose to
shop at Bi-Rite because they want
that impact to be a positive impact.
Since our inception we've made deci-
sions that minimize impact on natural
resources, including using “green”
paper products, composting organic
waste, and recycling. We were proud
when the practices we had in place
earned us the official certification of
San Francisco Green Business.

A Family of Businesses

When Sam Mogannam took over
Bi-Rite Market from his father and
uncle in 1998, he brought a chef’s
perspective from years of running
his own restaurant: treat customers
as guests in your own home, pay me-

ticulous attention to detail in how you

Supporting the Local Community

Through donations of food, staff time, and other resources, Bi-Rite

Market supports a wide variety of local non-profit and community

organizations including:

The Women’s Building: Provides girls and women with the tools and

resources for full and equal participation in society.

NextCourse: Nextcourse is a community food and nutrition initiative

that was founded in 2003 by a group of Bay Area chefs, restaurateurs,

farmers, and food justice professionals seeking to improve the health

of San Francisco Communities through innovative and collaborative

programs that inspire people to purchase, cook and eat healthier,

locally produced foods.

La Cocina: The mission of La Cocina is to cultivate low-income food

entrepreneurs as they formalize and grow their businesses by provid-

ing affordable commercial kitchen space, industry-specific technical

assistance and access to market opportunities.




prepare and serve your food, and search never-endingly
for the finest ingredients from the bounty available to
us in Northern California.

"We're constantly looking for unique products,”
Sam says. “We work with a lot of farmers and ranchers
direct. We pay more, we charge more, but the quality
is out of this world.”

The Bi-Rite kitchen is the operation's beating
heart, located in the middle of the market so everyone
can hear and smell the action as it is happening. They
roast their own porchetta for sandwiches, smoke their
own salmon, whip up hummus from Mom Mogannam’s
recipe, and make risottos from scratch for dinners to go.

“We have an open kitchen, so our cooks are always
communicating with guests, which is critical to support
this vision of a cooks' store,” Sam says. “The focus for us
is always on the quality of ingredients and the flavors.
We are committed to giving our guests the quality of
foods that are available at the best restaurants around.”

When it comes to looking for products to put on
the grocery shelves, Sam says they seek out the “fa-
natical farmer who swears that the best tasting tomato
should be dry-farmed, the rancher who believes that a
more mature grass fed cow tastes better.”

“We prefer to establish direct relationships with
these producers, because we want to know the whole
story right from the source.”

In addition, Bi-Rite operates its own Creamery &
Bakeshop where they churn ice cream in small batches
using milk from Straus Family Creamery, just 40 miles
away. They make their own marshmallows for Rocky
Road ice cream, roast organic bananas for Roasted
Banana, and harvest honey from hives on the roof of
the Market for Honey Lavender. The Creamery uses
fruit from small local farms in sorbets, home baked
desserts and pastries.

Bi-Rite also operates organic farms in Sonoma,
Placerville, and San Francisco. Bi-Rite's shelves are
stocked with the farm’s own fruits and vegetables, and
Bi-Rite Farms allow staff to explore food production

and share with guests. B
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How may we serve you?

swissvalley.com




