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Detroit and Southeast Michigan's premier business news and information website

How repurposed shipping containers are playing into
Detroit's farm-to-table trend

LaGrasso Bros. growing lettuce in upcycled freight box

Photo by Courtesy of LaGrasso Bros. Inc. Produce LaGrasso Bros. Inc. Produce, a Detroit-based produce distributor, has been
growing lettuce in an upcycled freight container since September. Pictured is the container in the parking lot of its 5001 Bellevue
St. facility.

LaGrasso Bros. Inc. Produce, a Detroit-based produce distributor, has been growing lettuce in an upcycled freight container since September. 
By Rachel Premack

Depending on where you dine in the Detroit, your "farm-to-table" salad might have its origins in an old shipping container.  
Since September, LaGrasso Bros. Inc. Produce, a Detroit-based produce distributor, has been growing and selling lettuce from an
upcycled freight container. It is the first Michigan company to implement technology from Boston-based sustainable food
company Freight Farms, according to a news release. 
The hallmark product is the Leafy Green Machine — a hydroponic farming system self-contained in a a 40 feet by 8 feet by 9.5 feet
shipping container. It can grow herbs, lettuces and cabbage year round, and Freight Farms estimates 500 full heads of lettuce can
be harvested weekly from a single unit.  
Fleet Manager Joe LaGrasso said his family’s company, which was founded in 1914 and passed down the family line, implemented
Freight Farms technology to provide its clientele with fresh, local produce.  
“As an industry, we’ve noticed a push toward local, in particular chefs wanting to source around where the restaurant is placed,”
LaGrasso said.  
However, with hail storms, polar vortexes and blistering summers all par for the course in this area, “it’s hard to source local in
Michigan 365 days per year.”  
Leafy Green Machines are insulated, with LED lights and in-unit sprinklers nourishing the crops. 
Along with being resistant to Michigan winters and other fickle weather, Freight Farms allows farmers to monitor growing
environments remotely and digitally alter the containers’ pumps, lights and other controls. Users can ensure temperature,
humidity and carbon dioxide levels meet their plants’ needs through their smartphones. 
LaGrasso said restauranteurs have “loved” the product: a blend of light and dark green and red lettuces with a “nutty and spicy
flavor profile.” Restaurants in metro Detroit and Traverse City have been its purchasers.  
Moreover, growing produce in an old shipping container has piqued the interest of current and potential customers alike, LaGrasso
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said. “They're very impressed, very interested and want to know everything that's going on in the machine," he said. "They’re
curious on how it runs, what we can do with the application on the phone, what needs to be done by hand as a human and what
needs to be done by the machine itself.” 
This is LaGrasso Bros.’ first entry into growing food. Though LaGrasso said implementing Freight Farms has boosted his company’s
clientele, LaGrasso Bros. is still judging to see if it will continue its push into local farming. “We’re trying to figure out if this is
something that catches on in our industry," he said. "I could see us growing the growing aspect of our business, but it’s too early to
see.” 
The Leafy Green Machine starts at $76,000 with yearly operating costs averaging at $13,000. LaGrasso said this was a big
investment for his company, but one perhaps ultimately sustainable.  
LaGrasso Bros. started as a pushcart in Detroit in 1914 and, by 1980, moved into its current space, a 40,000-square-foot facility. It
experimented with selling pre-chopped produce in the 1970s.
Its bread-and-butter is produce sourced from states such as California as well as growers in Michigan, which is inspected for
quality and safety in its 5001 Bellevue St. facility. The Freight Farms produce, whose lettuce is delivered within hours of harvesting
to customers, is a response from growing interest in fresh, local, farm-to-table ingredients.  
LaGrasso said wholesale distributors nationwide are experimenting with offering ultra-fresh produce, but it’s too early to know if
the demand will stick or if it’s simply a trend.  
“We have to feel the market out,” LaGrasso added. “Everyone in the industry sees the local push and are trying to see their niche in
that.” 
View the video below to see how the Leafy Green Machine works: 

2015 Leafy Green Machine by Freight Farms
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