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or me, as a self-employed consultant,
financial support and the backing of
a respected institution such as the
Churchill Trust for travel to new countries to
meet with people I didn’t already know and talk
about approaches to value-adding vegetables
and fruit was a once in a lifetime opportunity.
The Churchill Trust is a wonderful vehicle for
enabling personal and professional growth.
Through the network of fellows, the trust
brings together a diverse range of people, all
passionate about their areas of interest, and
keen to share their knowledge and learnings.
Thank you to Sirs Winston Churchill and Robert
Menzies, for your vision for the trust, and for
establishing it here in Australia.

formatting of this, my Magnum Opus”.
Special appreciation and love to Kenna and Rhona,
my two daughters, for sending me regular updates
and messages, especially things like pics of two
snoozing dogs happy at home without me. And
to my parents and their partners for expressing
their pride in me and their interest in my travels.
But mostly I’d like to thank and acknowledge the
amazing support I received from my husband,
Darren West. For rapidly sorting out a place for
me to store my luggage in yet another new city, to
sorting out mobile phone and internet dongle credit
at exceedingly short notice, to fielding hysterical
phone calls when it all got too much. Plus, keeping
the home fires burning both personally and
professionally – and all from a distance and often
at an inconvenient time of day. And for steadfastly
keeping on, keeping me on. Your patience and
strength were needed and valued.

I’d like to thank all the people associated with
the Churchill Trust Australia for enabling my trip to
occur, including my two referees (Jim Grigoriou and
Leah Galvin), the local selection board, staff at head
office, in the Tasmanian association (especially Pat
Corby), and William Montalvo at the travel agency
who booked my travel. Thanks to Barbara Bray,
Lisa Tokelove and Jane Milton in the UK for making
introductions to companies I didn’t know, and for
their support whilst I was travelling. Thanks to
Lindsey Bagley for inviting me to help at the Flavour
conference in Amsterdam. Also to Cecilia Alderighi
(and all her family) in Italy, thank you for contributing
significantly to my own personal food philosophy
journey. Thanks so much to all the people I met
with, and who made their time available for a quick
chat, a focused meeting, and in many cases, a
factory tour; your open-ness and willingness to
share information is appreciated. It was also great
to touch base briefly with a new friend and new
Churchill fellow in Stirling, Shelly Dival (thanks). And
to my Ireland and UK-based friends and family with
whom I stayed for very short bursts of time, thanks
for being you, and for providing me with a welcome
change to the anonymity of hotels and AirBnB’s.
Thanks also to all the people who helped keep my
spirits up via social media, as I experienced the highs
and the lows of my very own Odyssey. “Thanks to
Davina Gregory-Dunsmuir for proof reading, and to
Alan Pritchard for your patient, speedy and vibrant

Thank you for this wonderful opportunity. I hope
you enjoy reading my report. I have written it so that
anyone can pick it up and understand it, and perhaps
be motivated to value vegetables more.
For more detailed info on any subject, please get in
touch with me.
Hazel MacTavish-West, Tasmania.
www.mactavishwest.com.au
hazel@mactavishwest.com.au
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Background:

I

Throughout my career I have researched and been
heavily involved in research, campaigns and even
developed communication tools (www.veggycation.
com.au) to help people to eat more vegetables.
The nutritional and health benefits in terms of
improved nutrition, reduced obesity, and reduced
rates of death from non-communicable diseases
(to name but a few benefits) are so enormous, even
the World Health Organisation (WHO) are prepared
to come out and make statements along the lines
that people should eat more fruit and vegetables.
Literally “gazillions” of dollars have been spent
Caption
globally, trying to make people eat more vegetables
(and fruit) instead of “junk food”. And has it worked?
Nah. Nada. Nope. Not anywhere. Except perhaps
in Denmark a few years ago, where the campaign
cleverly focused on the perceived sexual benefits
people would associate with eating six serves of fruit
and vegetables a day. And I’m not sure that even
there, increased consumption is still being seen, now
that the campaign is but a distant memory, and the
wonderful imagery the campaign produced simply
used as a wake-up slide in presentations by people
like me.

have been a self-employed consultant
and food scientist to the food and farming
industries in Australia since 2010, in the UK
since 2003, and before that I was an academic
in both Australia and the UK (check out www.
mactavishwest.com.au). I undertake food
product development and other activities,
especially for vegetables, but also for fruit,
nuts, dairy, seafood and alcoholic beverages
like gin. Pretty much anything. If you want to
add value to something, and it’s food, flavour
or fragrance related, come and connect with
me on LinkedIn; I am the VegDoctor.
I trained as a plant scientist by studying Agricultural
Science at the University of Sydney in the late
1980’s, largely because I didn’t get into vet science.
However, it was a lecture in second year by a dry and
aloof plant pathologist about the natural chemicals
plants rapidly produce and release to protect
themselves when they are attacked by fungus that
changed the course of my life. Lightbulbs flashed
in my eyes, and fireworks cracked in my ears: Who
knew plants could be so interesting? I was hooked,
and I can honestly say that since that time, now
some 30 years ago, I am still in the business of
understanding and sharing the WOW factor for the
“things in plants that make them flavoured, coloured
and bioactive”. All the reasons why you need to eat
your greens, red, yellows, oranges and purples. Eat
a rainbow, everyday. Just a small caveat: I am not a
dietitian nor a health professional, all the comments
in this report
are simply
my opinions,
and do not
constitute
medical
advice; go
talk to your
doctor about
whether you
should/can
eat more
vegetables (I
bet they say
yes, though)!

The fact is: it is incredibly difficult to effect
behavioural change. Especially towards eating
something like a vegetable now, from which one
may receive a health benefit in the near, or longer
term future. Even if the health benefit may be not
getting cancer, or having less risk of heart disease, or
lower blood pressure (although the blood pressure
reduction can happen pretty immediately with
vegetables like beetroot and leafy greens). Because
vegetables may require preparation and/or cooking,
may have a slightly bitter flavour, and may require
trying out a new recipe to tempt the family, after
a long day at the office. Especially when it means
eating vegetables instead of the “foods” that are
widely available, are cheap and heavily advertised in
all media, that come with a huge sugar and delicious
flavour hit and are so convenient we regularly see
them on our daily commute, at airports and near bus
stops, schools, hospitals and in the service stations
on the motorways that connect our cities.
However, a global trend we have seen in recent
years, in the supermarkets most of us shop in, is for
more and more foods, beverages and meals for sale
that contain increasing amounts and varieties of
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vegetables as ingredients. And fruit. Now: let’s talk
about fruit for a minute. Although my study tour
also mentions fruit in the title, my personal view is
that it really isn’t difficult to get people to eat more
fruit, because it’s got a natural sweetness that many
people love. This is fine and dandy, because eating
foods naturally rich in sugars is OK (even the WHO
say so). It’s eating foods and drinking beverages that
have had the sugar content artificially increased,
or that have had purified and sometimes modified
sugars added to them, and that contain very little
if any nutritional value other than energy, that are
the problem. Many beverage manufacturers are
responding to the push back against sugar by adding
fruit juices and purees to their formulations instead
of “sugar”, but this doesn’t make the food/drink as
healthy as eating whole fruit. And may even lead
to consumer confusion when people read media
articles pointing this out, they then think fruit itself
is also bad for them. It isn’t. Eat your two serves of
whole fruit a day – fresh or frozen. Go for it!

colour and thus an
E number added
to the ingredients
list; the natural
sugars in beetroot
will enhance the
sweetness and
mouthfeel, and the
fantabulously rich
purple colour will
add eye catching
appeal, as well as
now being bang
on trend for being a health product – because it
contains beetroot (and may reduce your blood
pressure)! Hey, you can even feed it to your kids
guilt-free! (Note: I’m being flippant to make a
point. Beetroot enhanced ice cream still wouldn’t
qualify to carry a health claim around blood pressure
reduction).
I believe passionately that we will all benefit if we
manage to squeeze more vegetables into our daily
diets instead of some other things we could eat.
And I appreciate
that a very good
way to do this is
to add vegetables
to foods that
people ARE
eating more of.
Like dips, snacks,
ready meals and
sausages. And
so: my Churchill
study tour (aka
The VegDoctor’s
Odyssey) was
to set off and
meet some of the people, see some of the products,
investigate some of the food trends like “plantbased” eating, and investigate some of the factories
where these foods are made. Foods that are:

But back to vegetables. Getting people to eat
enough (and nobody really knows how much is
enough, it’s just probably two to three times what
you currently eat – yes even you), or more of these
is tricky. As I already said, many vegetables lack
sweetness, some are quite bitter or peppery, many
are more easily absorbed if they are cooked first,
and this requires work. Vegetables equal “work” in
the minds of many people. And, despite the many
surveys that come out around the world each year
saying that people would eat more vegetables if
they were cheaper, my personal opinion based
on research, talking to people, and observation,
is this: People lie. They say they would eat more
vegetables if they were cheaper, but what they
actually do, is eat more vegetables only if they like
them, if it’s convenient to do so, and if they come
with a flavour hit and provide a tasty meal solution
that the whole family will eat and enjoy. And
sometimes not even then. But the reason more and
more food manufacturers are adding vegetables to
other food products, like juices, smoothies, dips,
snacks, breads, pasta-dishes and other ready meals
is that vegetables add a clean label natural colour,
sweetness, fibre, and functionality (nutritional or
health claim) to the manufactured food. Purple ice
cream made with beetroot will not need an added

•

On-trend

•

Visually enticing

•

Tasty AND healthy

7
Hazel MacTavish-West Churchill Fellowship Report July 2018

of fungus) or from deconstructed soy bean
protein.

•

Convenient AND cost effective

•

Pure, natural and clean label

•

Vegetarian and/or vegan

•

An alternative to animal-derived foods (with
the associated environmental impact).

Find alternate uses for the 40% of their crops
that doesn’t meet the A-grade specifications
of the supermarkets.

•

Understand how other businesses mitigate
risk and reduce waste in their production and
processing value chains.

•

Understand how other businesses
approach food innovation and new product
development.

•

Be aware of the new processing technologies
that other similar types of companies are
adopting, and their learnings.

•

Deliver more complex fresh value-added
products with a longer shelf-life.

•

See the opportunity for vegetables within food
trends like “plant-based” foods that could
otherwise spiralise into demand for foods that
are manufactured in vats from mycelia (a type
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Know how to meet supermarkets’ rapidly
evolving needs, whilst not over-capitalising on
equipment and large factories.

•

Find out the responses from manufacturers of
value-added foods to the rapid and dramatic
consumer backlash against plastic packaging
and the environmental disaster that is filling
our oceans.

•

Think about how to add value to vegetables
so that people seek them out and want to eat
more of them (even when priced sustainably
for everyone)? And, as importantly, how do
we do this profitably, AND without knackering
the world at the same time?

And so, I spent many, many hours putting together
a detailed itinerary that incorporated:

In short, to research the industry behind the foods
that meet more of our emerging consumer needs,
and to look for the opportunities for Australian
vegetable (and fruit) producers above and beyond
simply making vegetables cheaper. I wanted to
bring back tips and tricks to talk to them about, to
help them to:

•

•

•

10 Weeks (mid-March through to mid-May,
2018)

•

5 Countries (Ireland, the UK, the Netherlands,
Italy and Switzerland)

•

33 Meetings (many went for up to 5 hours,
unexpectedly)

•

25+ Supermarket Reviews (including 3 face to
face meetings)

•

9 Factories (sandwiches, beer, processing
equipment manufacture, salads, fruit slicing)

•

9 Trade Fairs (CIBUS, MacFrut, Vitafoods, and a
series at FoodEx)

•

6 Glasshouses (seed breeders, research
facilities)

•

6 Conferences (flavours, food innovation,
nutrition and health)

•

5,700 photos (products, people, places and
factories)

Executive Summary:

should be “less
stick, and more
carrot”. Connecting
people with primary
production needs
to improve, at all
levels.

M

y Churchill Fellowship trip became
known (to me, at least) as the
VegDoctor’s Odyssey; my LinkedIn
updates ran under the by-line “Postcards
from the VegDoctor”. Based on feedback at
HortConnections and on LinkedIn, people
followed and enjoyed!
Thank you.
My topic: Investigating opportunities to incorporate
more vegetables and fruit into value-added,
convenient, healthy foods.

Key take-outs: The vegetable and fruit industry
supply the food groups we all need to be eating
more of. They are doing a great job of developing
and finding new, better varieties to grow, with
meaningful characteristics for us (how they look,
taste and how we can use them). Food trends
are moving in the direction of more “plant-based”
eating, which is a great opportunity. There are new
ways to get fresh produce and meal kit solutions
to people: these are worth investigating. Adding
further value is about focusing on the strengths
and quality of the core produce, and selecting
sensible food technology solutions, that deliver
quality food, safely and at an acceptable price. Food
packaging is evolving rapidly and is a key area for
focus; government legislation may be required for
real change. Retailers
can take a strong lead
in helping people value
fresh produce: improving
how it’s displayed,
engaged with and
promoted (not just on
price). Supply chains
need to be more local,
opening up opportunities
for smaller producers
and reducing food miles
and packaging. Crosssectoral approaches for
promotion of healthy
eating and enjoying
vegetables and fruits
are required. Since the
whole of society will
benefit from this, all
players should contribute.
I believe the message

My study tour: Spanned five countries, and
reviewed companies throughout the entire supply
chain from seed breeders through producers and
processors, to retailers with consumers in mind,
as well as meeting quite a few of the research and
support companies that input ideas and solutions,
with a bit of agri-tourism thrown in.
In summary: As the trip evolved, it became evident
that I was receiving unexpected but consistent
answers to some of my questions, especially around
things like waste, shelf-life, packaging, production
efficiency, retailing and how we communicate about
vegetables. This shifted my thinking.
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#BeastfromtheEast had erased 3m of sand from the
famous Redcar Beach, unearthing a petrified forest
7,000 years old. The past displayed in the present
for all to see (and step on).
I also (unexpectedly) went on my very own

In addition, I was in
Europe at the time
of the rise and rise
of “plant-based”
foods, based on
increasing trends
towards flexitarian, vegetarian, and vegan eating,
and saw non-animal-based versions of everything
from salami, to cheese, pulled pork, mince, burgers
and so much more. I met one of the world’s most
innovative food developers: Derek Sarno of Wicked
Healthy, who has a huge Instagram following
and is now head of plant-based innovation at
Tesco (currently the UK’s largest retailer) and has
developed 20 products that successfully launched
this year. He reminded me it’s not all about where
the protein, fibre or whatever comes from, it’s about
compassion (and flavour). France has recently
banned the use of terms traditionally used for
animal-derived foods (like ‘mince’, ‘milk’) for nonanimal-derived foods. This backlash will grow in
force.

VegDoctor’s Odyssey (especially in Italy), emerging
with an altered food philosophy, and returning
determined to keep things simple, and to examine
the potential for some
of the new vegetables I
tasted.
Here’s a brief
synopsis of my trip (by
country), including
both professional and
personal observations
and learnings (there’s
more detail later in the
report):

I was in the UK when Theresa May the UK’s Prime
Minister banned plastic straws and cotton buds, and
Sainsbury’s and ASDA announced their merger. By
invitation, I was at Sainsbury’s head office later that
same week (it was surprisingly quiet). I was in Ireland
and Northern
Ireland when
everyone was
trying to imagine
what a hard
Brexit border
would mean
for Ireland, and
were seriously
worried. I was in
Redcar, NorthEast England
(where my family
come from)
just after the
Redcar Beach

Ireland: I travelled for the first time to Ireland
for a week to meet primary producers who had
become processors, processors who were dipping
their toe into becoming producers, and to meet
home economics teachers who were helping startup companies develop new food products that
consumers could then purchase in-store in their
local supermarket. I was struck by the deeply rooted
food innovation culture in Ireland, the passion the
Irish hold for their traditional vegetables and local
foods, and the clear business and brand strategies
behind the successful businesses I met. I met large
11
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vegetable and
salad processing
companies who
knew the names
of all their staff, all
of whom were on
contracts (i.e. not
casual staff), all
year around. I saw
some of the best
retail installations I
have seen in everyday local supermarkets (Dunnes
Stores). I fell in love with spelt as a grain, and saw
first-hand the love with which the Irish behold
turnips and swedes (which is the opposite to what
we think in Australia in terms of both love and
identification). I saw a real and present concern
that Brexit negotiations may herald a return to the
‘Troubles’ of the not so distant past.

vegetable seed breeders bring to bear on their
varieties: identifying sustainable trends like health,
and the need to reduce agricultural inputs like
labour and approaching their breeding to contribute
positively to these goals. In the 2½ weeks I was in
the Netherlands I was struck by how clean and on-

Dutch Windmill

The Netherlands: I had two visits to the
Netherlands, largely to attend European-focused
conferences on flavours, nutrition and health, and
food innovation, and to meet a global vegetable
breeding company. I had the chance to look around
the Heineken factory, where robots and machinery
make the beer sold globally. I learned that “flavour
is king, and salted caramel is King Kong”, and also
that the rise and rise of plant-based foods is spurring
unprecedented demand for smoky flavours and
those conferring “umami” or savoury notes to
vegetarian foods like tofu and soy bean protein. I
was blown away by the long-term strategy that

time the trains were, by how many bikes there were
and how many were ridden by people delivering
food to other people. On a food front, I discovered
Stamppot in all its glory, and was left pondering all
the good things about the Netherlander’s diet and
lifestyle because I didn’t see a single fat person.
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accidents (some pothole
related, no doubt), and
a navigation tool (Siri)
who decided I would be
much better getting to
my destination 5 hours
away without driving on
any motorways! I was
consistently surprised
that the answers to my
questions, whether it be
around reducing food
factory processing waste,
reducing labour costs
and moving towards
greater automation,
or delivering a new,
improved and different
product came back to
the plant variety chosen.
Also, by how many of
the products made for a
market with a population
of 65 million people were made and/or packaged
by hand, to reduce the capital expenditure required
for products that may not be on shelf in 6 weeks’
time. I saw excellent examples of clearly articulated
and widely communicated business strategies in
action, clear succession planning happening on the
factory floor and in the board room, and also an
incredible number of new factories being built to
accommodate the growth that has occurred despite
the rise and rise of the “Smart Retailers” (aka the
“Discounters”). It was a revelation. I was impressed
by innovative food products and the growth of
both the plant-based food, and the frozen food
categories, particularly a breakfast bowl with frozen
Greek yoghurt drops. Never seen so much kefir in
my life.

England
The UK: In the UK, the country of my birth and in
which I spent 11 years working in the industry (19992010), I met with a wide range of ex-colleagues,
previous clients
and even more
companies
previously unknown
to me (producers,
processors
and producerprocessors),
retailers, innovation
chefs, sandwich
manufacturers and
also attended two
wonderful food innovation and networking events
in London. Plus, hubby Darren attended 5 food
trade fairs under the arm of FoodEx on my behalf,
as I was unable
to attend due to
commitments in
the Netherlands.
I braved a mini
#BeastfromtheEast,
main arterial roads
with large potholes,
road closures due
to bad weather,
roadworks and
13

Hazel MacTavish-West Churchill Fellowship Report July 2018

Plant - Based “meat”
colours and sizes; more varieties of radicchio
than I knew existed; globe artichokes that were as
beautiful as flowers; and even more importantly:
new vegetables I had never heard of like chicory
leaf, puntarella (Catalonian chicory) and agretti.
Cecilia’s mother (from Tuscany) generously cooked
me the most magnificent Tuscan lunch of vegetable
dishes; her son used Google translate to help his
non-English-speaking grandmother play the ‘what’s
that vegetable’ game I devised when I was left alone
with them both while the car got fixed; and her
daughter talked to me about why she doesn’t think
vegetarianism is a big thing in Italy. I ate pizza with
cooked lettuce on it. Pizza with lemon on it. And
radicchio with a drizzle of olive oil and a dash of
balsamic vinegar. Simple flavours. Pure food. To
say I came away with an altered food philosophy is
an understatement. I can’t wait to return (the gelato
with caramelised figs, honey and lemon, and the
seafood pasta were also stunning).

Italy: My visit to Italy was to the Emilia-Romagna
region around Bologna, to partake of their marvellous
food and to experience agri-tourism; I’d only ever
popped in briefly to Milan, previously. I don’t speak
any Italian, and I wasn’t confident driving on the
other side of the road, so I engaged the services of a
tour guide for my 7 days in Bologna, Cecilia Alderighi
from www.yourowntour.it who was an absolute gem.
By the time I arrived in Bologna I was exhausted and
looking forward to getting home. However, Cecilia
had been well briefed whilst I was still enthusiastic,
and had organised for us to attend a food trade fair
in Parma (CIBUS), a vegetable and fruit trade fair
on the Adriatic coast (MacFrut), and we turned up
at Funghi Valentina, a large mushroom producer
and processor and received a guided tour and a
wonderful gift box (thanks Oriano). Agri-tourism was
also on my agenda, and so we went to a Parmigiana
Reggiano factory and an Acetare, where traditional
balsamic vinegar is made (Mark Zuckerberg had
recently been to the same one, which was not on
the tourist route). I found it interesting how the rules
for the production of
these traditional foods
added value, providing
them with DOP status
(“Protected Designation
of Origin”). Cecilia
escorted me around
markets heaving with
the most fantastic
looking fresh produce
I have ever seen:
eggplants (aubergines)
of all shapes and

14
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Switzerland:
My final
destination
was a trade
fair for food
supplements
and functional
ingredients
in Geneva
(Vitafoods). I
travelled to
Geneva from
Milan by train: a
wonderful train
journey (literally)
through the
Alps looking at all the vineyards and cows grazing
on the hills. I never knew Switzerland produced so
much wine! I didn’t have long in Geneva, and at that
stage was really ready for home, but Vitafoods was
worthwhile, illustrating by its evolution from last time
I was there a few years ago, the rise in interest and
demand for probiotics, and the focus on gut health.
Other trends were around mushrooms and their
extracts, Northern hemisphere algae and krill oils
and omega products, and kombucha, which I hadn’t
seen that much of in my travels, compared with here
in Australia. Whilst out doing the tourist thing and
picking up some presents for family, I looked around
the Coop and was absolutely gobsmacked at the
range of plant-based foods – truly the largest I had
seen in my travels. And then it was time to head
home.

15
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Program:
This is a summary of where I went and with whom I met:
Country

Ireland &
Northern
Ireland

Institutes, Companies &
Individuals I met with

Conferences & Trade Shows
I attended (many of which
include several meetings
with experts)

Mash Direct,

Supermarkets & Retail
Outlets I reviewed
in-store

The
Netherlands

Rijk Zwaan – including tomato
breeding facility
Aviko

Tesco – Newtownards
& Drogheda
Dunnes Stores –
Cornelscourt, Limerick

Nature’s Best
Limerick Institute of Technology
University of Cork

The English Market Cork
Farmer’s Market –
Cork

Italy (Emilia
Reggiano
region)

Jane Milton
The London Deli Co.
The University of Reading
Marks & Spencer

FDIN Food To Go
Conference – London
(Speaker)

Marks & Spencer –
Cambridge, services
on motorways

FDIN Plant-Based Foods
Conference – London

Wholefoods – London

Food & Drink Expo (5 trade
shows in one)

Jennifer Pardo
Caledonian (Bakkavor)
Living Salads

International Congress on
Nutrition & Health

Albert Heijn –
Wageningen,
Amsterdam, including
express style stores
Ekoplaza – Hoofddorp

In-Cosmetics Global

LIDL – Hoofddorp

Cecilia Alderighi

CIBUS, Parma

LIDL – Bologna

Funghi Valentina

MacFrut, Rimini

Fresh Produce Markets
– San Georgio di
Piano, Bologna

Asparagus and melon producer

Naturasi – Padua
Coop – Bologna,
Parma

Acetata Villa San Donnino
Tecnoceam

Ipercoop – Bologna

Indena

Meta – Bologna
Cadoro – Bologna

Morrisons –
Maidstone, Welwyn
Garden City
Pret-a-Manger –
Reading Station,
airports

Stockbridge Technology Centre

Hoogvliet –
Wageningen

Parmigiana Reggiano factory of
the 4 Madonnas

LIDL – Limerick
Lindsey Solomons

FlavourTalk Conference –
Flavour Horizons

16th Food Innovate Summit
– including Heineken
factory tour

Supervalu – Cork
The UK

BeSmoke (UK-based)

Conad – Bologna,
Parma
Carrofour – Milan
Switzerland
(Geneva)

Vitafoods

Coop - Geneva

Tesco – March,
Maidstone, Welwyn
Garden City

Global Plant Genetics Ltd.
G’s Fresh
Raynor Foods

Sainsbury’s – Ashford,
London

Richard Binks
Phillip Effingham

ALDI – Chatteris,
London

Elsoms Seeds
Tesco

LIDL - London

Wicked Kitchen – Derek Sarno

Iceland – Maidstone

PDM The Salad Growers

Tebay Services Farm
Shop

AHDB – Dr Bill Parker
Ludlow Food Centre

Waitrose – London,
Ashford, services on
motorways

Barbara Bray
Barfoots
Nature’s Way Foods
Boxxfresh
Valley Produce
Sainsbury’s
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ow food looks, and how effective
the design on the label or pack is,
is imperative to the first purchase.
Getting the flavour and eating experience right
is key to the second and subsequent purchase
decisions. Value, convenience and taste
continue to drive all repeat food purchases.
Other issues, such as health and nutrition, food
miles, animal welfare, organics and provenance
remain important to some people, but the big
drivers in most cases, in most food sectors, are
price, convenience and taste. There are many
contradictions and complicated decisions
when it comes to food, especially around
plastic packaging: the new number one issue.
Fresh, whole produce is particularly lambasted
when it comes to plastic packaging, with an
expectation that it shouldn’t be packaged,
despite its fragility and perishability (more on
this in a later chapter).

Food and consumer trends like this may start in the
kitchens of “foodies” who prepare and photograph
beautiful recipes and meals, then share them widely
on social media. How “Instagrammable” a certain
food or dish is, and how many influential food,
health and lifestyle bloggers are posting pictures
and sharing “facts” about foods that are “paleo”,
“low-carb”, “clean”, low in sugar, and “plant-based”,
kicks these trends into mainstream media. There,
it drives sales of highly visual, celebrity-endorsed
cookery books, enabling consumers to create these
dishes at home.
This vehicle has driven food trends we have
already seen arrive (and some have already left),
such as kale, turmeric, cauliflower rice, and spiralised
pumpkin. As well as increased interest in consumer
trends like flexitarian, vegetarian and vegan eating,
and probiotics for gut health.
Food trends are closely followed by restaurants,
including quick service venues, listing new dishes
on the menus, and then eventually, the food trend
makes its way into supermarkets and into the
factories of big food. This is the space I was most
concerned with looking at in detail, because once
food trends have made their way into supermarkets,
there is potentially sufficient demand and
opportunity for producers and processors to invest
in their supply.

“”

“People eat with their eyes
first, and with their mouths
second”.
My rationale for considering the opportunities to
incorporate more vegetables and fruits into healthy
value-added food products was in response to
food trends already observed happening around
the world, with potential to increase sales and
consumption of vegetables. Food trends like:
beverages in which sugar has been replaced with
vegetable juices; chilled dips incorporating spinach,
beetroot and nuts; and consumer trends like more
people actively choosing to eat meat-free meals
more often (so-called “flexitarian” eating).
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“

Key food trends of relevance, that I observed
in supermarkets throughout my travels were, in
summary:
1.

Get Planted: “Plant-based” alternatives to
animal-derived products

2.

Veg Plus More: Vegetable-based products
with seeds, grains and legumes

3.

Save Time: “Work-in-progress” (WIP) 		
vegetable products

4.

All Kitted Out: Meal kits

5.

Happy Snackers: Snacks

6.

Gut Lovers: Cultured foods rich in probiotics
and prebiotics (for gut health)

and fish are $741bn; Allied Market Research). Europe
will represent 39% of that meat alternative spend,
despite representing only 26% of the world’s grocery
revenues across all food and drink, so significant is
European demand for meat alternatives. Large meat
companies are increasingly getting into this space
too, via acquisition of meat alternative brands, which
were in many cases initially funded by Silicon Valley
investors.

Let’s look at each of these in a little more detail:

The plant-based foods created as straight
replacements for animal products (“fake meat”)
varied between countries: “salami” in Italy, burgers,
bacon “rashers” and sausages in the UK, for example.
Many were made from cultured protein-rich
microorganisms, and deconstructed and textured
wheat, soy and pea proteins. Food technology
featured high in their production “secrets”, and the
ingredient lists were complex, and in some cases,
hard to identify as “food”.

1. Get Planted: “Plant-based”
alternatives to animal-derived products
Consumer Trend: This was really the number one
trend I noticed, and which I believe will have the
greatest potential impact on the vegetable industry.
In the UK, almost one third of the population identify
as being “flexitarian”, one quarter plan to reduce
meat consumption in the next 12 months, with
5% by a significant amount (Harris Interactive UK,
March 2018). Six percent of UK adults are vegetarian,
and there has been a huge (260%) increase in the
number of people committing to the vegan lifestyle.
Reasons for this are related to concerns about
ethics and the environmental impact of animal
production, concerns shared by almost half of the
UK population.
This trend has
been observed
globally, and has
fuelled a large and
growing “meat
alternative” market,
predicted to be
worth USD$5.2bn
by 2020. An 8.4%
growth from 2015
(for comparison, the
global sales of meat

“
”

“Not all vegans want to
be healthy, and terms
like “healthy” and even
“vegetarian” can be seen to be
aversive”.
Tess Kelly, Quorn™ UK.
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“Real plant-based food
products have arisen from
the push-back against the
processed nature of some
plant-based alternatives, for
example Nestle’s Gourmet
Garden brand (UK) promises:
“ingredients you know”.

”

Examples of real plant-based foods I observed:

France recently prohibited labelling foods made
from non-animal-derived ingredients using labels
used for traditional animal products, and we are
increasingly seeing a kick-back here, too. The meat
industry will respond by defining clearly what “meat”
and “beef” are; terms like “burger” may prove harder
to protect. Either way: producers of non-animalderived “meats”, “milks” and “cheeses” may need to
find new terms to describe their products, shortly.

•

Burgers made from vegetables, mushrooms,
legumes, nuts, and seeds; in fact, everything
except fruit.

•

Sausages made from mushrooms and 		
seaweed

•

Falafels, nuggets, gratins

•

Wraps, pizzas and curries

It was an endless journey of exploration. I saw
vegetables as the heroes in many of these delicious
food products: everything from mushrooms,
seaweed and jackfruit (OK they are not vegetables),
to sweet potato, pumpkin, eggplant, beetroot,
cauliflower, and kale, just to name a few.

Very few, if any, of these “fake” products represent
an opportunity for vegetables, thus I am not going
to deal further with these products herein. Neither
will I talk more about the ubiquitous range of vegan
“cheese”, and nut-, grain- and seed-based “milks” I
saw everywhere, for the same reason.

I saw fresh, vacuum-packed, and interestingly,
many new ranges released in the freezer category,
which is a growing retail sector.

Everywhere I went, I observed a far more exciting
(in my opinion) range of plant-based products
and meals that were not trying to look like meat,
but were simply tasty, convenient and satisfying,
and this is the area I will focus on in more detail as
opportunities for vegetable producers. Let’s call
them “real plant-based foods”.

Many were potentially made from outgrades from
primary fresh, whole produce; e.g. the Sainsbury’s
Caramelised Onion “Shroomdog” is made from “ugly
mushrooms”.
Most were clearly aiming to make the vegetables
recognisable as the main meal alternative they
represented. Not all dishes were high in protein;
some incorporated dairy.
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Some people who choose not to eat meat actually
like the taste, texture and satisfaction of eating meat.
Thus, creating products that “eat like meat” is an
important focus for developers, to meet the needs
of all flexitarians. Flavours were particularly key
for achieving this: smoky, peppery, barbecue and
umami notes were frequently used, to help them
“taste more like meat”.
Many of the brands were quite masculine in
appeal, to widen the target market. It is recognised
that traditional values like the need for conformity,
security, hedonism, & power are all values linked
with eating meat (Tess Kelly, Quorn™ UK), and
signposting non-meat products with design
elements that appeal to these values are important
for delivering a satisfactory feeling from buying and
consuming real plant-based foods (and probably the
fake ones, too).

Case Study: I met with Derek Sarno, co-founder
of Wicked Healthy (a healthy, plant-based blog) and
now Executive Chef and Director of Plant-Based
Innovation at Tesco. We discussed the new range
of Wicked Kitchen products he has developed
(according to Sarno, the largest and best range of
plant-based foods in the world): 20 plant-based
ready-to go products including sandwiches and
wraps, pizzas and ready meals, and salads (launched
Jan, 2018). The Wicked Kitchen brand is deliberately
masculine in its appearance and feel.
Sarno says they are selling double what was
expected (2 million units sold in 15 weeks across
600 stores), and key to their development was
working with farmers, who he feels should seriously
look at adding value by applying things like grill
marks to their sliced vegetables.
I tasted the Naked Burrito bowl which contains 46
different plant-based ingredients and nothing else
(apart from water), which was absolutely delicious!
Derek reminded me that apart from focussing on
being really creative in terms of food development,
and thinking about vegetables in an interesting
way, for him, eating plant-based foods was about
compassion.

Opportunities abound for processors to develop
a wider range of plant-based food products
utilising and hero-ing vegetables for their flavour,
colour, fibre, versatility and ability to hold a flavour.
Incorporating smoky, peppery and umami flavours;
legumes, nuts and seeds for protein; and clever
product names, packaging and branding will be key
to success in terms of consumer satisfaction, and to
better compete with “fake meats”. This trend shows
no signs of slowing in the short or medium-term, in
my opinion.

Check out Derek’s Instagram account for regular
updates of recipes and techniques. He’s inspiring.
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2. Veg Plus More: Vegetable-based
products with seeds, grains and
legumes

Opportunities: Making a pack of prepared
vegetables more of a meal, by incorporating
additional foods such as seeds, grains and legumes
is a great way to add value and to encourage people
to look no further for interest and for something
different. This can be relatively simple, such as
tumbling cut vegetables in seeds, adding a sachet of
seeds to a salad pack, or more complex via adding
pre-cooked grains and legumes to a dressed salad,
ready to heat and eat side dish or for a ready to
cook soup or stir-fry kit. I think it’s a food trend in
evolution.

Food Trend: This food trend is part of the “plantbased” consumer trend already described, but
this may be a specific opportunity for producers
looking to engage with value-adding on a simpler
scale: Vegetables cut into various shapes and
packaged with other food products, to deliver a
more satisfying side dish (often no longer low carb).
Seeds and grains (particularly “ancient” grains), are
increasingly being used, everything from quinoa
to chia, from spelt to farro, and wheatberries to
red rice. Legumes, especially edamame beans and
chickpeas have also been popular for awhile and
are now being incorporated into a wider range of
products, not necessarily just “Asian-inspired” or
“Moroccan”. Incorporating vegetables with seeds,
grains and legumes in one product, was something
I observed frequently, particularly in Ireland and the
UK. Many, but not all, were meant to be side dishes.

Cauliflower florets tumbled in quinoa and
ready to oven roast, with a dressing

•

Stir-fry mixes incorporating spiralised carrot,
and other vegetables, and chia seeds, all
mixed together and packed in pouches

•

Ready to cook soup packs with green 		
vegetables, a sachet of seeds and a pesto sauce

•

Falafel and salad meals with edamame 		
(fusion)

•

Carrot mash topped with spinach and 		
chickpeas

•

“Cous cous” style combinations of grains,
and vegetables.

Barfoots has invested in processing technology,
some made in-house, and is now building a large
new factory (6,000 m2) to turn butternut squash
into an ever increasing range of shapes (from stars
to squaffles, chips to chunks, lasagne sheets to
linguine) plus much, much more.

3. Save Time: “Work-in-Progress” (WIP)
vegetable products

When I visited, they had just launched 5 new
products, including sliced sweetcorn cobs in buckets
with a flavoured butter for a summer barbecue dish
for Tesco, and a selection of their vegetable range
chopped and tumbled in a marinade/rub, packed
into ovenproof trays for ASDA. They also supply
supermarkets and quick service restaurants with
food service options.

Food Trend: Vegetables cut into various shapes
to enable them to be easily used as replacements
for carbohydrate-rich pasta, rice, and cous cous
have been around for a few years; some people say
the trend has peaked. Demand for convenience
never abates, however, and is one of the key
reasons given for people not consuming sufficient
vegetables. TV shows like Masterchef have possibly
encouraged more people to cook from scratch,
with accompanying trends towards taking leftovers
to work for lunch (particularly in the UK). So-called
work-in-progress (WIP) vegetable products are
sliced, diced and otherwise processed to make them
ready to use for meal preparation. Basically it’s
chopped vegetables, but not as you know it!

Examples: I observed:
•

Case Study: Barfoots is a producer/processor
based on the South Coast of the UK, with a long
history of bringing previously largely unknown
(or only occasionally imported) vegetables to UK
supermarkets, Zucchini/courgette (now supplying
30% of UK market), butternut squash (now 40% of
UK market), sweetcorn (now 85% of the fresh UK
market), sweet potatoes and green beans.

roasted and enjoyed with a dipping sauce. The
opportunities and the potential variants are endless.

Barfoots motto is to “grow more of what we sell,
and sell more of
what we grow”,
their strength is
in being good at
the “hard stuff”
(i.e. growing),
which they see as
a barrier to entry
for others. I saw a
warehouse stuffed
to the gunnels with
butternut squash
of at least three
varieties, and was
both impressed
and slightly amazed to hear it was just two days
supply. Barfoots have established farms in Senegal
where they employ 3,000 people. Their challenges
are to find varieties that produce less waste, and are
focusing on long necked butternut squash to this
end. They are also investing heavily in automation,
particularly for picking, sorting and packing green
beans. A company to watch for innovation and
inspiration.

In line with the “plant-based” eating trend, some
producers, processors and retailers have seen the
opportunity to call out the usage of these products:
“Mushroom Mince” being the key example, which
is essentially and simply, chopped up mushrooms.
Sainsbury’s say it’s an opportunity to utilise “ugly
mushrooms”, and it may yet fall foul of the “fake
meat” naming police, but for now it’s an excellent
example of making usage clear via presentation and
naming.
Examples: These included butternut squash
(pumpkin) shaped into sheets of “lasagne pasta”,
waffles (“squaffles”), spiralised (“boodles”), and chips
(and much, much more). Mushrooms chopped
up into “mince”. Chunks of vegetables tumbled
together in an ovenproof tray. Wedges of sweet
potato tumbled in crumb mixture ready to be oven
24
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Opportunities: Given that lack of time is one of
the main reasons people give for not using and
eating more vegetables, taking this element out
by pre-preparing them has got to be a keeper of
a trend, and an opportunity for the right offer for
specific markets. Getting the packaging right will
be critical to success in Australia, and utilising more
interesting product names sounds like a no-brainer.
As always, showing consumers how to create easy,
quick and yummy dishes from the WIP vegetables is
imperative, as are strong visuals to show what can
be done, which can also be used on social media.
Adding other ingredients with similar shelf-life can
help consumers create a meal. I think it’s a food
trend that will stay, but change shape and morph
into more complex offers as other food trends
develop.

cooking such as the Scratch range pictured below.
However, the most interesting were a range of
exceedingly well displayed meal kits incorporating

whole produce, seen in Albert Heijn, The
Netherlands and the Coop in Switzerland. A wide
range of inspiring dishes were covered, ranging from
guacamole to Thai green curry and even a fruitbased dessert kit. Yum!

4. All Kitted Out: Meal Kits

Opportunities: Meal kits are a growing category,
and an opportunity to engage in alternative
distribution models, which empowers primary
producers. Utilising whole produce, in combination
with other shelf-stable ingredients to make a meal,
(even better to focus on plant-based meals) is an
excellent opportunity to add value without requiring
investment in high care processing facilities. Keep
the packaging sustainable and funky, develop an
appropriate brand, figure out your distribution
costs and get onto social media. A sure winner with
evolution, growth and export potential!

Food & Consumer Trend: Meal kits, worth
some USD$2.5 billion and growing at 20% pa, are
potentially the fastest growing part of food retail and
particularly relevant in Western markets and Asia
(Euromonitor).
Subscription models, where consumers receive a
regular supply of a type and range of products (such
as Hello Fresh™ or Lite n’ Easy™) are seen as having
“tremendous growth potential” by Euromonitor.
Hello Fresh™ from Germany is now in 9 countries,
and offers flexible ordering, free delivery, healthy
ingredients, and affordable prices. Their focus is
now on delivering meal kits that can be cooked in
under 20 minutes. Some subscription models even
incorporate a home test kit (that measures more
than 60 different biomarkers), the results from which
are then used to create a personalised nutrition plan,
meals to suit which are delivered to your door in
addition to one-on-one nutritional coaching!
www.habit.com.

5. Happy Snackers: Snacks

the Rawlicious™ range found at Food Ex, UK. One
example of which incorporated 50% red cabbage
and other ingredients including seeds into a crunchy,
tasty and satisfying snack. Others such as variously
dried single vegetable snacks made from zucchini
or red capsicum, were less nice (in fact they weren’t
nice at all). A key trend was the incorporation of
other ingredients, such as spices, and seeds with the
vegetable ingredients, to make a tastier and more
satisfying snack.

Consumer & Food Trend: In case you hadn’t
noticed, one of the few categories in food that are
growing (apart from dairy and the freezer category)
is snacks. According to many sources, people are
turning to snacking throughout the day instead of
the traditional three meals a day (except in Italy,
according to my personal sources). Whether this
is a good or bad thing (and our increasing rates of
obesity and ill health suggest it might need a looksee), it is in fact, a happening thing. In the UK alone,
savoury snacks are worth £1.5bn with 2.5% growth,
of which crisps (potato chips) are £900m, nuts
£500m and popcorn £100m.

“

In LIDL I found these cute bags of finger-sized
carrots, unpeeled, sweet and crunchy, with cartoon
characters on-pack. Apparently they are a variety
of carrot grown specifically for snacking, with the
benefit of the shape and flavour being that they
don’t require peeling, and are thus better able to
withstand shelf-life and still deliver a good eating
experience. It’s all about the variety (again).

“Savoury snack companies
now have a rate of new
product development that
resembles “a conveyor belt
dialled up to 11, rattling out
weird and wonderful new
products at a blistering rate”
(Rob Brown, The Grocer, 3rd
May, 2018).

”

I looked carefully at vegetable snacks, and
occasionally at fruit snacks. On the whole, I saw a
lot more innovation in the former than the latter.
Examples: Air-dried, microwave-dried/fried,
freeze-dried, vacuum-fried and extruded vegetable
snacks abounded in-stores, and at trade fairs in
all countries I visited. Stand out products were

Examples: Throughout my travels I saw an
evolution of meal kits available in supermarkets,
compared with my last survey of the UK market
in Sep 2017. Packaging had been much reduced,
and the brands were now private label. Some were
ready to simply heat and eat, including a fabulously
premium looking package of Rengang curry I saw
(and ate) in the The Netherlands. Some involved
26
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Case Study 1: According to Euromonitor, Graze™
has conveniently placed itself in one of the fastest
growing food categories in one of the most digitally
connected markets in the world: savoury snacks in
the UK. Graze™ recently move into retail “brick and
mortar” stores after 10 years being subscription only.
Graze™ is a good product, with good branding,
transparent packaging, natural ingredients, has
ranges with protein claims and it is distributed
in the right places. Graze™ uses its customer
data to improve its targeting and gain a deeper
understanding of consumer needs. I purchased a
Graze™ snack product with either freeze-dried or
vacuum fried beetroot slices and nuts. Vibrantly
packaged and an interesting mix. Reasonably
yummy!

Case Study 2: In The Netherlands, I was struck
by the clever and frequent positioning of large
installations of large (500g) plastic buckets of
cherry tomatoes, snack sized cucumbers, small
capsicums and radish in Albert Heijn: on the right
immediately as one came into the store, at the end
of aisles, and at the checkouts. According to Rijk
Zwaan, vegetable breeder, this combination of tasty,
snack-sized product, utility packaging and in-store
promotion has grown the snacking tomato category
to 12-13% of the total tomato sales.
I thought the combination of family-sized packs,
re-usable tubs, and the combination of vegetables
was inspired. And a fabulous way to increase
consumption of vegetables!
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Opportunities: Snacking appears to be a
consumer trend here to stay, with vegetables a key
part of the associated food trend, as an attempt
to claw back some health and nutrition into this
category. It’s also a great way to use outgrades.
Fresh vegetable snacking appears an easier stepping
stone, and when combining specific, tasty snack
varieties with clever and sustainable packaging and
retailer buy-in, these can make a real and present
difference to vegetable consumption. Dried and
fried vegetable snacks should look to flavour as the
route for success, whether this is delivered by clever
formulation, or addition of spices and seeds. Be
aware of the required marketing spend to compete
with other savoury snacks.
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What People Value:

n the whole, people mainly do things
they want to, eat things they like
eating, and spend time and money on
things they value. Changing behaviour in one
direction or another towards doing, buying
or eating a specific thing, is very difficult (also
expensive). Younger people can sometimes
change their behaviour more easily than older
people. With sufficient motivation (internal or
external), great changes can occur; sustaining
change is equally challenging, however.

Appearance: We have already discussed the rise
in prevalence of people sharing photos of their
food via social media portals such as Instagram.
Rijk Zwaan have taken this a step further, using
the “Instagrammable” factor as part of the
selection process for new varieties (“innovations
to the market place”), as well as making flavour
a key selection characteristic. Rijk Zwaan are
the largest independent and one of the top five
vegetable breeding companies globally, based
in The Netherlands and 30 other countries. They
focus on crops like tomato, aubergine, green bean,
lettuce, melon, cucumber. I visited their main site
in De Lier, and their tomato breeding facility where
varieties have to “earn a name” by meeting tough
specifications for all selection attributes.

There are many good reasons why people need
to eat nutrient-rich fresh produce like vegetables
and fruit, on a daily basis (the least being the fact
that humans don’t produce their own Vitamin C).
Arguably, we simply don’t live a long and healthy life
when we only eat animal products, or junk foods
with their characteristic high fat and sugar, and low
fibre and nutrient loadings. Literally “gazillions”
of dollars have been spent globally, trying to
encourage people to eat more vegetables (and fruit)
instead of “junk food”. However, it is very difficult
to encourage people to change their behaviour,
despite the potential benefits.

“

Reduced fruit and vegetable
consumption is linked to
poor health and increased
risk of noncommunicable
diseases. An estimated 5.2
million deaths worldwide
in 2013 were attributable
to inadequate fruit and
vegetable consumption.
World Health Organization.

Rijk Zwaan have invested in a new retail centre in
Berlin, to which they bring consumers and provide
the money for them to make purchase decisions
from a display of fruit and vegetables, whilst wearing
eye tracking cameras and being set a specific
mission (i.e. you need to make a meal for your
family). Retailers are also brought in to discuss their
needs. The end result is that a complete package
is developed, from a variety with consumer-valued
characteristics, to packaging and a plan for how
the products will be retailed. Developments like
this have been shown to have in impact (see snacks
section in the previous chapter).

”

This is why I have focused on looking at trends that
involve vegetables and fruit that are increasing. For
example incorporating them into other foods that
are increasingly being consumed, like snacks. Here
are just a few examples of things that I saw, heard
about or discussed during my travels, around helping
people to appreciate food (especially vegetables).

Amongst many other new varieties with benefits
for the producers in terms of reduced inputs
and improved shelf-life (more on these in a
later chapter), other Rijk Zwaan varieties with
characteristics that people value include:
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•
Crunchy Cos: a breeding program with
romaine and iceberg lettuce, developing darker
leaves and improved nutrition, including snack
varieties with a single small leaf (Florette™ recently
launched this as “Crunchette”).
•
Silky Pink Tomatoes for Asia/China which
are pink tomatoes (large and cocktail size) with a
nice taste (known in the UK as “Pink Choice” and
“Pink Temptation”).
•
Cubelli Tomatoes are square to allow for
stuffing.

prevalent in Europe, with a mild sweet flavour.

“”

“People paid twice as much
for salad on a plate arranged
in the form of a Kandinsky
artwork”
Professor Charles Spence,
University of Oxford

•
Sweet Palermo Pepper is a long pepper
(capsicum) in 3 colours with a 2° higher Brix score (a
score for sweetness), lower bitterness and a fruitier
aroma than standard (www.sweetpalermo.com).

Flavour: Many of the varieties above are also
mentioned as being sweet and more full of
flavour, a key component in food enjoyment. I
met with Professor Carol Wagstaff and her team
of enthusiastic PhD students studying flavour and
freshness in various vegetables, at the University
of Reading. Carol has been researching nutrition
and flavour for some time, especially in relation
to rocket (Arugula and Eruca species). They have
a large research project with Elsoms seeds and
Bakkavor, looking at the chemical profile of rocket,
and how humans perceive it. Published work
shows that “hotness” and “bitterness” of rocket
(due to the sulphur compounds) is the main reason
people either like or dislike rocket. The perception

What Motivates Change:

of “bitterness” in rocket is particularly perceived by
“super-tasters”, and is reduced by increased content
of sugars in the leaf relative to the content of
sulphur compounds (Bell et al., 2017). This reduced
perception of bitterness with increased sweetness
also happens with lettuce, and is forming the basis
of breeding and selection programmes. Given
the prevalence of bitterness in leafy vegetables
like chicory and radicchio regularly consumed
with gusto in Italy, I wonder if the research would
have different results with people from different
backgrounds. Carol and her team were also looking
at flavour in celery varieties, and identifying traits
that were positively linked with higher scores for
liking.

Exposure: I spoke with a sales manager at Nature’s
Best, Ireland, about how his son had been exposed
to the Food Dudes healthy eating program (www.
fooddudes.ie) when in his early years at school, but
his daughter hadn’t. As teenagers, the son was still
heavily into healthy eating, but the daughter was
not interested. I realise this is a sample size of two,
but it was unexpected, spontaneous evidence of the
reports I had read previously of the long term (and
in some cases, family-wide) impact of this intensive,
early learning program.

“”

Advertising: One (unusual) evening whilst watching
TV during my travels, I saw was struck by an effective
advert reminding parents of the power of influence
they have over their children, and how to use this to
instil healthy eating and cooking habits (via ‘knitted’
characters). It ended with the Uncle Bens™ logo
and products (it’s called “Teach” and is available on
YouTube – well done, guys!). If only the vegetable
industry did such a thing! However, a surprising
connection (which makes sense when you think
about it), was the co-promotion of the 2018 Sony™
Peter Rabbit film, by carrot producers Mash Direct
(Northern Ireland) and Kalfresh (Australia), to name
just a few. Great thinking!

To increase vegetable
consumption, focus on taste.
“Nutrients are not going to
sell anything”
Professor Carol Wagstaff,
University of Reading
Descriptors: Professor Charles Spence from the
University of Oxford has recently written a book
about food and eating (Gastrophysics, 2017). I asked
him about how we get people to value vegetables
more, and he talked about the words we use. He
advises: Instead of calling something “Pasta Salad”,
call it “Salad with Pasta” and people then pro it as
healthier. If you call it “Neopoli pasta with crispy
fresh organic garden salad” you get even more
positive comments. My own observation is that
“Boodles” sounds so much more inviting for a bag
of spiralised
butternut
pumpkin
compared
with “Spiralised
Pumpkin”.

Social Media: Another initiative from Rijk Zwaan is
www.lovemysalad.com which is both a portal and
a focus for various promotional activities around
vegetables and salads. There are many initiatives
around like this, and I’m just mentioning the ones
I experienced during my travels. Whilst enjoying a
lunch in De Lier with Annelies from Rijk Zwaan and
talking about the potential impact of trends like
plant-based eating and its likely impact on vegetable
production. We both agreed the jury was as yet out.
Campaigning: The UK Food Foundation (www.
foodfoundation.org.uk) is an independent think
tank tackling the growing challenges facing the UK’s
food system in the interests of the British public. It
has an exceedingly resource-rich website, which
you would do well to spend some time looking
at. They are developing and sharing food policies
for public good and change, and are using a multifaceted approach and cross sectoral involvement.
They recently launched a “Peas Please” campaign
and crowdfunded £100,000, from agencies pledging
support for activities aimed at increasing vegetable
consumption. The organisations already signed up

•
Greentense™ Green Beans are sweeter,
darker and less stringy than standard: a flat bean
with very small seeds.
•
Pointed Cabbage was a new variety I don’t
remember seeing as much in the UK, but was more
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include: Governments, the NFU, retailers, so-called
“Big Food”, grocery federations, local councils,
WRAP, food service and some fresh produce

reducing the price.
•
Sainsbury’s believe people are valuing fruit
and vegetables more, and they have made new
product development
pledges to incorporate
more fruit and
vegetables into other
products (yay!). They
are lobbying for
more education and
supporting the “Peas
Please” campaign led
by the Food Foundation
mentioned above. They

suppliers. The Food Foundation organise events
such as the Vegetable Summit to be held in October
2018 (by invitation only), and have made submissions
to DEFRA to inform various health policies. A regular
blog post runs on the website with highlights from
activities and events, highlighting involvement from
influential celebrity chefs and more.

Experiences: Enjoying food is an experience. We
know that sharing eating experiences with friends,
both in and out of the home, is an increasing
trend. There are some great opportunities to create
experiences, perhaps in conjunction with local
schools, chefs, cafés or artists. Kalfresh (Australia)
have done a better job at this than anyone else I
have seen, with their annual carrot day selling out
well in advance, and garnering excellent interest,
excitement and inspiration about carrots www.
kalfresh.com.au. Well done guys!

The Emilia-Romagna region of Italy (which
represents 7.5% of Italy i.e. 22,453 km2 and has
4.5 million inhabitants) produces numerous DOP/
PDO (Protected Designation of Origin) food and
wine products; 60% of the turnover from which
comes from the 778 cooperative farms active in
the region. The establishment of farming Co-ops
was a deliberate action starting in the late 19th
Century, and has been a defining factor for the
region becoming one of the most advanced regions
in Europe with a modern agri-food sector, investing
in research, innovation and internationalisation.
The region fosters its culture of food, farming and
history via several initiatives, notably via a series of
Gastronomy and Rural Life Museums (agricoltura.
regione.emilia-romagna.it ).

are also supporting
“FacetimeaFarmer”
– a platform for
schools to engage
with farmers. Check
it out!

Promotion by Retailers: I spoke with a number of
UK retailers about vegetables and their consumer
value:

Connections:
Following on from
this comment from
Sainsbury’s, I saw
many examples
of people finding creative ways to help kids and
consumers connect up with where a food comes
from, how it’s produced, and even who it’s produced
by, with an aim to have a positive impact on the
value attributed to that food. I spoke with Max
McGillivray of www.thegreatfruitadventure.com
and heard his story about riding around South
Africa on a Triumph motorbike (which Triumph
supplied), meeting growers and videoing their
stories. The tour received 100,000 Facebook
“likes” and was seen by 250,000 UK kids. He’s now
sourcing corporate sponsorship from fresh produce
companies and working out how to spread the
(new) stories further afield.

•
I talked with Tesco about branding
vegetables, since all brands are their own private
label. Including “farm” brands Tesco have invented
like the ‘Redmere Farms’ Spinach see image to the
right. This farm doesn’t exist. They have recently
removed potato brand Albert Bartlett, and find
consumers are “buying unbranded potatoes just
as happily”. They feel they have more control over
their own brands, and that branding of vegetables is
“not necessarily where you want to go”. Branding
requires marketing spend, and isn’t worthwhile on
“low margin” vegetables. Although FloretteTM as a
brand manages this. As do some varietal ‘brands’ like
Pink LadyTM.
•
When I asked Tesco why they don’t
promote/advertise vegetables more heavily, the
answer, even more honestly, was that for a £500K
promotional spend, it may only return £200K due to
the low margin, whereas for a similar promotion on
meat or spirits, a 3-fold return would ensue. I realise
now that we were talking at cross purposes: by
“promotion” I meant promoting that people buy and
eat them; the Tesco representative assumed I meant

My time spent in this region was full of wonderful
inspiration from people who truly value and respect
food, especially the daily fresh produce markets
in all cities, towns and villages, and especially the
bitter tasting leafy green (and red) vegetables. I left
inspired and reminded that eating just three meals a
day is do-able (especially if you add in gelato), and
saw whole families and even teenagers and twentysomethings on dates enjoying salads and vegetables
as part of their leisurely meals. For more info read
my Personal Journey, later in this report.

Processors and manufacturers are now becoming
producers, by installing cabinets with light emitting
diodes, hydroponics and temperature and humidity
control, to grow things like cress, herbs and even
leafy salads. This gives them an opportunity to
have a better quality fresh product for their further
processing (i.e. sandwiches in the case of Raynor’s
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Agri-Tourism: Food and its production has become
a destination, with people flocking to events such
as food fairs and open days. Where they can see
food being grown, harvest some and share in
the preparation and eating. This also provides an
opportunity to bring together chefs, food bloggers,
and retailers to help expand the story and widen
the message. I visited several agri-tourism ventures
in The Netherlands and Italy. I selected the EmiliaRomagna region of Italy as there were many foodbased events and initiatives going on. I wanted to
see how other farms and processors engage with
their customers and tourists.

Sandwiches, UK. And it also gives them a vehicle
to raise awareness of how food is grown, especially
when they don’t have a farm to walk around (i.e.
Nature’s Best, Ireland). With the rise in availability of
shop fitting equipment, we’ll see plants being grown
everywhere from in-store to in our restaurants.
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The Parmigiano Reggiano factory I visited in the
Emilia-Romagna region of Italy, near Bologna
(www.caseificio4madonne.it of the 4 Madonnas)
was interesting, because in contrast to the cheese
“factory” I visited in Old Holland, this was a fully
functioning one which provided greater authenticity
and impact (as did seeing the local farmers meeting
in the board room, as we walked past). The tours
were free and very well organised; the factory was
spotless and sweet smelling. There was a tasting
plate as we came out, clearly illustrating the different
ages of the cheese, and for an extra fee could be
accompanied with wine. I didn’t, however, see any
cows, which for us tourists, was disappointing.

Designing factories like this with viewing windows
and built in health and safety factors to enable
visitors is a key way to engage consumers who can
then go home and seek out the real deal instead of
inferior imitation products.

Parmigiano Reggiano is PDO (DOP). The origins of
this PDO date back to the Middle Ages. The cheese
is a cooked and un-pressed hard cheese, produced
from raw cows milk obtained from animals raised
in the specified production area and fed mainly on
local fodder. Only cheeses that pass strict selections
are labelled with the firebrand and stamped with the
Parmigiano Reggiano name on the rind. I feel that
these rules add credibility and value to the products
both for local and tourists alike.

I also visited a “private” Acetaia (Villa San Donnino;
www.villasandonnino.it). Three generations of
the Lonardi family have produced the highly prized
Aceto Balsamico Tradizionale Di Modena DOP
here, which seriously helps volumes, as the product
takes 12 years to reach the first level of saleability
with DOP claim! The DOP product specification
requires that the entire batch production process
must be carried out within the territory of the
Province of Modena, in the Emilia-Romagna region.
Traditional Balsamic Vinegar of Modena DOP is
made exclusively from grape must originating from
grapes (Lambrusco and another variety). After a
long period of settling, the cooked must (24 hours
at 70°C) ferments and ageing takes place in a series
of small barrels made of different kinds of woods
(mostly oak, chestnut, mulberry, cherry and juniper)
with a decreasing volume from 75/100 litres to 10
litres. The product matures over time, and each year
1L of product is removed from the smallest of each
5-barrel batch (and there is a complicated sequence
of re-filling the barrels with new cooked must only
being added to the largest). After 12 and up to 25
years this 1L is tested by an independent committee,
and if suitable, is blended with other product and
bottled into the highly identifiable 100ml bottle
(designed by Giorgetto Giugiaro, who also designed
the locally made Ferrari car). Some people had
purchased a whole batch for their families, and
received the one litre of product from that batch
each year.

* ”Bianco” – grape must cooked for 4-6 hours, kept
in a steel barrel for 2 years, 35% white wine vinegar
added. €10/100ml.
* “Jam” – Nerone and apple pectin. €10/100g.

350 litres of DOP product is made each year, with
the 25 year old product sold in 100ml bottles for
€75/100ml at the farm gate (more if bought from
a shop in Bologna); the 12 year old+ product is
€45/100ml. Traditionally, “balsamic vinegar” was
extremely valued, and used both as a medicine, and
a gift for royalty. I was informed that the balsamic
vinegar of Modena sold without DOP status could be
made anywhere in the world and only required one
step to occur in or around Modena (and could even
have caramel and white wine vinegar added to it).
Other products made by Davide Lonardi (no doubt
to boost the income potential from the limited high
value stock) included:
* “Nerone” – grape must cooked for 36 hours, aged
in a barrel for 6 years. €10/100ml.

36
Hazel MacTavish-West Churchill Fellowship Report July 2018

37
Hazel MacTavish-West Churchill Fellowship Report July 2018

Recommendations

$AUD/kg
$20.00

wide range of institutions as exampled by the UK’s
Food Foundation is a great start; although I think
the monies garnered need to be substantially higher
from all concerned. The bickering about how to
spend this money for greater effect will then ensue,
with everyone having their own opinions – but
let’s remember we are talking about huge, crosssectoral benefits, and that requires BIG thinking. By
looking at how “Big Food” does this, and keeping
it mainstream and linking up with other things
people value (family, place, time, love, health, life,
for example) we give it greater potential for positive
impact.

With an aim to increase the value people ascribe
to vegetables and other fresh produce, there are
several approaches we can look to, from agritourism to advertising.

$18.00
$16.00
$14.00

As an industry, we can ensure the varieties we
grow, and the products we make, are the most
relevant (look great, taste great, convenient and
good value) for consumers (not just for growers).
Understanding the demand and opportunities
involves the industry being connected, which
is challenging stuff, given all the commercial
operators.

$12.00
$10.00
$8.00
$6.00
$4.00
$2.00

My own opinion is that we need to rise above the
stick (“eat this much”, “eat more”, “eat this”, and
“don’t eat that”) and promote the carrot (“enjoying
time with family”, “enjoying feeling great”, “enjoying
time with friends”) more.

The great opportunity here is for retailers to take a
proactive lead. We need to get some pizazz into the
way we present fresh produce in the spaces where
most people buy them (i.e. supermarkets):

$-

$AUD/kg

Product

1

$2.63

Butternut Squash Whole

2

$3.50

Aus Butternut Pumpkin whole

3

$3.06

Coquina Squash

4

$3.33

Organic Butternut

5

$4.38

Crinkle Cut Chips

6

$5.83

Cubes

7

$6.65

Soup - Urban Kitchen

8

$7.30

Noodles/Boodles

9

$7.70

Pasta Sauce

$8.75

Lasagne sheets/Squaffles

11

$9.99

Risotto

12

$12.00

Aus Coles Carrot/Pumpkin noodles

13

$15.56

Croquettes

14

$17.50

Baby food Little Ones

15

$19.25

Piccolo Baby food

portion-controlled, and has longer shelf-life
amongst other attributes. Importantly, though, this
has added value only for some consumers. People
who prefer to buy fresh, whole produce won’t buy
it. And potentially people who don’t have kids.
But for some people, this meets their needs, and
we know that the more “needs” a food meets (like
convenience, flavour, nutrition, etc.), the more
people will pay for it. According to Kantar World
Panel, if a food meets 2 needs instead of just 1,
people will pay 9% more for it, if it meets 3 needs:
16% more and if it meets 4 needs, they’ll pay a
whopping 24% more!
If you want to know more about value-adding with
vegetables, I have put together a whole heap of
resources as part of my “day job” – check out
www.veginnovations.com.au.

Value-Adding: Is another way that the value
of vegetables is increased. In this graph I have
illustrated a range of products I saw during some
of my travels, made from butternut pumpkin (or
squash) and their price per kg in Australian currency
(with some comparative Australian product to boot,
prices as of June 2018). You can see the increase,
from slightly over $2/kg for whole pumpkin, to
almost $20/kg for pumpkin that’s been cooked,
pureed and packaged in a ready to eat format
for children. Yes, there are increased costs for
doing this. And it can be complicated. But it has
added value from the perspective of meeting more
consumer needs. It’s now convenient, mobile,

Many people value food simply because it’s a part
of their culture, and the farming and food processing
techniques are long respected and enmeshed into
all of life. This connectedness with where food
comes from, including all its processing steps, leads
to a respect for real food which isn’t eroded by the
latest fad. It also leads to a respect for the farmers
and processors producing the food. The structure
and rules that go into producing traditional foods
may be protected, enabling a quality control and
consistency of experience that also adds value. Are
there local, regional and national opportunities
for talking about these stories? At a regional level,
lets support farm tours and provide the necessary
structure and support for growers to know how to
do this without risking their quality food standards.

•
Connecting growers with consumers: TV’s
in-store with a roll of video clips about the farmers
and the products involved, cooking suggestions and
their favourite recipes – and have these changing
regularly. Supermarkets believe the supply chain is
the crucial element for good quality produce – well
let’s make this more visible to, and connected with
consumers.
•
Fighting the predominance of practical,
descriptive names (“spiralised carrot”) and think more
about funky, enticing names (“boodles”, “squaffles”
etc.), adding in all the elements of the product and
its applications, with pictures.

There’s a whole heap more we can do, but let’s
understand that one size does not fit all, and that
one solution will not fix this, on its own. We need
to encourage diversity in this, and for everyone
to get out there and have a go. One of the most
effective ways of making the of change required
is called a “nudge”. And a great “nudge” is seeing
people you respect eating vegetables and enjoying
them. Do you eat your vegetables? You can make a
difference just by doing this more visibly yourselves,
in your everyday life, and especially in front of your
kids, who will do as you say, not as you do! Your
workmates are another matter however, they may
only do it if it’s free – but that in itself can be a
worthwhile business expense: unlimited free fruit
and vegetables at work. What a stirling idea!

•
Supporting growers to sell products under
their own brands, with all the added colour, flexibility
and energy that will bring. No one can tell a
growers’ story quite like they can themselves.
As an industry, we need to make a lot of effective
noise (i.e. advertising) about the vegetable and fruit
options, and advantages arising from consuming
them. A challenge for advertising (or promotion via
reduced pricing) a specific fresh produce type (kale,
for example), is that people will simply switch from
broccoli to kale for that shopping experience. The
real challenge remains in consistently increasing the
overall spend and consumption of vegetables and
fruit. This benefits the whole fresh produce industry,
and potentially has greater impact for improving the
health of the nation. A cross-sectoral approach is
required for this, and the pledges garnered across a
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•
Enticing retail installations that engage all
our senses (taste, touch, smell, appearance and
sound).
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he pace of change in how food gets
to people is simply unprecedented.
Almost weekly, another new online
portal, or distribution system is launched, or
a new sales and distribution business enters
the food business. Globalisation is no longer
a theory: we live in a connected world. The
route by which fragile, living and breathing
vegetables make their way from the farm to
your plate in this fast-moving juggernaut is also
changing: opening up new opportunities for
producers and for people. A bigger challenge
is ensuring the value people pay for vegetables
at least covers the cost to produce them,
package and distribute them, and hopefully
with some margin left over for producers to
invest in their businesses. Because in many
cases, the opposite is happening.

drops per hour); currently they operate in 50 cities
across the Netherlands.

Distribution: E-Commerce is how people are
increasingly ordering goods and services, although
when it comes to food, online only accounts for
about 2% of the sales of packaged food globally
(Euromonitor), possibly because consumers still like
to engage with food before purchasing it. This is
why online giants such as Amazon have invested in
physical stores, such as Whole Foods. The low level
of online packaged food sales is in contrast with the
increasing consumer trend for ordering ready to
eat fast- or restaurant-standard food, ready to cook
meal ingredients, or even all their “heat and eat”
meals for a week, individually prepared to suit their
own, unique DNA (I jest not)!
In Amsterdam one Friday evening, I counted 20
bikes waiting at the traffic lights, and at least 7 of
them had either a liveried back pack, bike pannier or
a box at the front of their bike indicating they were
delivering food to someone else.
Consumers I met in the Netherlands raved about
Picnic www.picnic.nl, despite having to wait months
to get on to the database (indeed, this increased the
pleasure once accepted). Picnic offers free delivery
within a 15 minute per booked slot, and you can
see where the Picnic driver is via the App. Picnic
launched at the end of 2015 in Amersfoort and
received €100m of investment last March to roll out
a model that is close to the traditional milk round (14
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Retail: Despite all the hype around alternative
distribution models, there is very little growth
occurring in food retail globally. In the US, revenue
growth declined by 1% in 2017. Western Europe
food sales are expected to stagnate for another five
years, and even in China, packaged food showed
just 2% growth in 2016 (Euromonitor). Snacks, dairy
and the freezer category are exceptions, where
growth is occurring, in the UK at least.

At a food innovation conference I attended, there
was much discussion of disruptive online sales and
distribution models such as WeChat:
Case Study: WeChat began as a messaging App.
Now with 1 billion monthly users, it’s China’s biggest
social network. In 2015, the App expanded into food
delivery through its partnership with E-commerce
start-up Foodpanda, now owned by Ola. WeChat
users can find a restaurant nearby, receive exclusive
promotional offers and order (and pay for) food,
operatingin China and several South-East Asian
markets. Food brands, like “cyberstar” cookie brand
Akoko™ (check it out), can open online stores via
WeChat, with great opportunities for connecting
with users of the brand using enticing offers such
as free products based on how well they spread the
word. Source: Euromonitor.

There has been a trend in recent years for
supermarkets to cease investment in edge of town
huge “hypermarkets” or “megastores”, and to invest
instead in much smaller within city outlets; socalled “convenience” stores. This in response to
consumer trends towards shopping more frequently
than once a week. An interesting fact is that selling
loose produce in smaller convenience stores is
“impossible” because there are no scales, and
products like Brussel sprouts can’t be priced per
unit, unlike bananas; thus pre-packs predominate.
More recently the real estate above supermarkets
is being seen as hot property: for accommodation,

Rationalisation: Supermarkets have used value
chain analysis (VCA) to rationalise (i.e. reduce the
costs within) all aspects of their business. This has
meant in one case, switching onion supply from
one supplier to another over a difference in price
of pennies, or less (and the resultant closure of the
former business as a result). Tesco have used VCA
to increase the efficiency of their supply chain,
reducing the number of suppliers and linking their
suppliers together: outgrades from Tesco’s potato
packers now to go to a company that processes
mash which Tesco also sells. According to suppliers
I spoke with, retailers have become extremely risk
averse. Other observations I heard from suppliers:

and also food production in plant factory-style
facilities with hydroponics and light emitting diodes
(LEDs).
The “Discounters”: In the UK, “mainstream”
supermarkets are consolidating to enable them to
compete with ALDI and LIDL (the “discounters”):
Sainsbury’s and ASDA (both with around 15% of
market share) recently announced a merger (yet
to be approved) to potentially become bigger than
the current largest player, Tesco, which has 28% of
market share and is growing at 2.5% pa.
In Europe, the discounters ALDI and LIDL are
growing at 10-15%, with UK suppliers now referring
to them as the “Smart Retailers”. Comments I heard
from suppliers were that these retailers:

•
“Retailer x has used VCA to select the
cheapest suppliers and have no loyalty”.

•
Are faster and less complex to deal with,
across the board. They are family owned, with no
shareholders, less overheads, and less range.

•
“Retailer y is slow, and if you give them ideas,
they will take them to their preferred suppliers”.
•
“Retailers are using VCA with no common
sense”:

•
Have removed 24 hours from the supply
chain, via a different supply chain, thus extending
shelf-life.

o
deliveries every second day 		
to Scotland with 2 boxes on a pallet, 		
and no consolidation across suppliers.

•
Do not require the same standards for
carrots as for beef i.e. they don’t require DNA testing
of carrots, to “prove the carrots are not horse”.

o
despite changing from hypermarkets
to corner stores, they haven’t changed the
retail offer to suit (i.e. reduced pack size)

•
Generally work with suppliers who have also
reached accreditation for other retailers, which is
indeed smart.

o
requiring DNA testing of vegetables
(“to prove the carrots are not horse”).

•
Provide 2 year contracts, in one case this
gave the supplier confidence to invest in a new
£12m factory for washed bagged leafy greens across
the UK.

“”

VCA has also resulted in retailers acquiring or joint
venturing with other participants in the value chain,
such as procurement and packaging. It is looking
likely that soon, whole produce will be procured and
packed centrally for large swathes of the market,
which in combination with the financial challenges
resulting from Brexit (which I am not going to cover
in this report), may mean smaller producers have
even less future. Combine this with the emerging
interest in “plant factories” (more on this in a later
chapter) and the potential for retailer rooftop
production of things like leafy salads and herbs,
and a huge shift in the current value chain appears
imminent.

“It used to be a joke if you
shopped at Aldi, now it’s a
joke if you don’t”.
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Differentiation: In the UK, suppliers and retailers
perceive that a specific retailer has greater shopper
loyalty than we see here in Australia, probably
because of greater between-retailer definition,
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Case Study: One retailer that stood out for me
during my trip was Dunnes Stores, in Ireland. A
family owned business, Dunnes is the largest grocery
retailer in Ireland, with 22.4% market share. I visited
the new flagship store Dunnes Cornelscourt, and
also Dunnes Limerick. At Cornelscourt, I was struck
by the fabulous displays of fresh fish, Parma ham and
cheeses, and the marvellous scones. It reminded
me of being in Harrods, or in TOPS, Thailand. I also
noticed a lot of branded products (as opposed to
“private label”), and later learned that many of these
were from local, start-up companies. It added
excitement and diversity to the product offer.

different geographical dominance (North vs South)
of individual retailers, and larger population bases
having different income and lifestyle demographics.
In protection of this, each retailer seeks to be visibly
different from others, and is always looking for
exclusivity; some even require exclusive processing
factories for their products.
Having said this, “discounter” supermarkets such
as ALDI and LIDL are just as likely to have their
own (yummy) versions of premium-style products
such as ready to heat and eat lasagnes, lunchtime
“nourish” bowls and decadent desserts as Marks &
Spencers are; M&S being the traditional outlet for
innovative, premium food, along with Waitrose.
The main differences being number of different
ingredients, packaging type and style, and the price:
<£2 for an ALDI nourish bowl compared with £3-4 in
M&S, for example.
Aldi - Super Wholefood Salad

Branding: So-called “private label” (home brand)
brands are the norm in the UK, less so in Ireland
and Italy, based on my observation; exceptions in
produce are brands such as Florette™. Many UK
supermarkets are developing their own products,
ranges and brands over which they have total
control, and from which they potentially receive
greater profit. Sainsbury’s have what are called
“Owned Brands”: “My Hair Matters” which is
outselling L’Oreal™; “Pastio” chilled pasta; “Mondelli’
wine. They also have exclusive brands, for example
they are the only retailer with Godiva™ chocolate.

•
Tesco say that fresh produce is the “engine
room” of supermarkets and needs better visibility
and more promotion of the good supply chain.
Prepared vegetables (sliced and diced) have higher
margins, and smaller packs; Tesco pointed out that
it’s much easier to innovate with these.

Fresh, whole produce may be the “engine room”
of a supermarket, but the margins are extremely
low, and in the UK particularly, so is the cost to the
consumer, compared with in Italy and Australia.

Tesco and LIDL have “farm” brands for fresh
produce, behind which there is no real farm. And
at the other end of the spectrum, Tesco recently
seconded Derek Sarno, a US-based chef specialising
in plant-based foods (co-founder of the food blog
Wicked Healthy), to the position of executive chef
and director of plant-based innovation. A range of
20 ready to eat, and ready to heat and eat products
were launched in January, and according to Sarno,
are hugely successful (there’s more on this in an
earlier chapter, did you read it?).
Innovation: Where things go next, is anyone’s
guess, as “innovation” is a moving target, and the
rate of change right now, particularly in the UK, is
unprecedented. M&S are drastically reducing (by
80%) their rate of new product development, and
Iceland (a frozen food specialist) has claimed the
moral high ground with regard to packaging, and
is winning awards for its plant-based and premium
food product launches.
I had opportunity to speak with key innovation,
nutrition and fresh produce representatives from
three retailers (Marks & Spencer, Sainsbury’s and
Tesco) at their head offices about many things. Here
are some of their comments about vegetables:
•
Marks & Spencer are investing in the
vegetable supply chain, looking at what they do
best (this sounds like “value chain analysis” to me).
Recently they held a ‘Garden of Innovation’ day on a
farm near Nottingham, where their innovation chefs
and key processing suppliers harvested, cooked and
were inspired by chioggia beetroot, chard and kale.
•
Sainsbury’s believe that consumer choice is
driven by cost alone, that quality comes second, and
that all the other attributes of a competitive product
only have value if the products are equally priced.

M&S - Nourish Bowl
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Case Study: On the subject of branding and
innovation, The London Deli Company (TLDC www.
thelondondelicompany.com) seem to be ticking all
the boxes in how to add value and stand out from
the crowd. A family-owned business, with a farm
near York UK producing Wagyu beef and growing
potatoes, TLDC sells a wide range of luxury biscuits,

their products by being a shareholder in the
manufacturing factory, and are now looking to
expand into building their own £100,000 factory to
produce chocolate products and pack jelly sweets. I
have rarely met a company with such a clear brand
image and strategy for how they will grow and
develop their products and brand. Well done Craig
and family!

The Farm Shop: There remain a few retail spaces
where people still pay a price for vegetables
that potentially meets the costs associated with
producing them. The Ludlow Food Centre on the

crisps, confectionary, chocolate and conserves in
the UK and exports like mad.
In their own words: “The London Deli Company
is based on a unique specialness that differentiates
our products in a crowded marketplace”. Although
based in York, Craig Benton has developed a
company and brand that leverages the heritage of
London, even using double decker bus-inspired
gondolas for in-store promotions. Products are sold
in Harrods, Hamley’s (with co-branding), John Lewis,
Booths (as The Yorkshire Deli Company) and by
private production for the Royal family. TLDC even
sponsors Wimbledon!

outskirts of Ludlow, UK is one of the most fabulous
farm shops I have ever seen. Sited on 8,000
acres of land owned by the Earl of Plymouth, the
Food Centre was established in 2007 with lottery
funding. Acting as a
destination for locals
and tourists alike,
with garden shop,
gift shop, restaurant
and the centre itself,
which is soon to

Confectionary is a major line in growth (despite
the anti-sugar brigade), and owner Craig Benton
described how he is focusing on “free-from”,
Halal and natural variants. Product development
is strategically managed to deliver products that
are visually differentiated from each other, and to
develop flavour variants that are relevant to the
specific local or export market. To supply airlines
with potato crisps for the Indian market, the product
required more than 12 months ambient shelflife. TLDC crisps are produced via batch frying in
sunflower oil, sealed into foil-lined drums and gas
flushed. They are the crisps with the longest shelflife available, and TLDC now has the contract to
supply British Airways.

The centre aims to support farmers using
traditional growing methods, because they believe
that “people value the difference” of purchasing
quality, sustainable food, with low food miles.
Given the queues of middle class, middle-aged
consumers (their acknowledged target market and
main customer base), I think he’s right. The manager
mentioned that some of the organic vegetables
sold in-store are produced in Lady Windsor’s walled
garden, which is a great marketing story. In the
Food Centre, there is a philosophy behind the tools
used for making food (patting butter using traditional
wooden tools, for example) and staff are very
mindful of traditional techniques.
The Food Centre wins many awards for their
foods. Over the last few years, the centre has
re-created Shropshire cheese in the High Walton
dairy (on the estate). “Shropshire Cheese” was first
recorded in 1562, and in 2017, after “two years of
piecing together clues and titbits of information
like a historical jigsaw puzzle”, dairy manager
Dudley resurrected the extinct cheese, known
as “Shropshire”. Dudley and his team re-created
this raw milk cheese in terms of its size, methods
of production and how long it was matured (10
months in cloth). They now even have Winter and
Summer variants, using natural colourants carrot
juice and marigold, which were commonly used in
the period 1750-1800 when Shropshire cheese was
in its heyday. The Ludlow Food Centre Shropshire
cheese is very, very tasty. Although the awardwinning Blood Orange and Gin Marmalade was also
exquisite!

Puntarella

be re-branded as a
“Farm Shop”. Most
of the food (70%) is
local, sourced from
Shropshire, Powys,

TLDC controls the contract production of
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Market Stalls: Generally, the price of value-added
food in Italian supermarkets was more in-line
with prices we see here in Australia. Especially
when compared with in the UK, where prices were
comparatively very low. In Italy, I was also struck
by the “sheer wonderfulness” of the fresh produce
markets stalls in cities like Bologna, and villages like
San Giorgio di Piano, where I stayed. Unlike markets
I have seen elsewhere, which have just one or two
fresh produce stalls, in the Emilia-Romagna region:
the fresh produce stalls predominated. They also
sold a wide range of vegetables that would suit
Asian cooking styles, and more varieties of radicchio,
aubergines and chicory than you could “poke a

Herefordshire and Worcestershire. Half of the
products sold are made on-site in glass-fronted
kitchens situated around the central retail space, so
that customers can watch cheese and ice cream
being made, coffee being roasted and ground, and
meat, deli, bakery items and jams being prepared
and packed. That creates a great energy and
authenticity.
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stick at”. More to the point, this retail environment
reflected the value that the locals attribute to
vegetables. And to the sheer volume of vegetables
they consumed at meals, even bitter-tasting chicory,
radicchio and puntarella, one of the few new
vegetables I saw on my travels.
Packaging: “Fresh produce” actually represents
living and breathing leaves, flowers, roots and fruits.
For fresh, whole produce to make its way from the
farm to the supermarket where most people will
purchase it, a supply chain that protects the integrity
of the produce is required. Storage in appropriate
temperatures and at suitable humidity to limit the
potential for water loss (which can be a 30% in fresh
weight throughout shelf-life), over-ripening, and to
ensure flavour development isn’t unduly impeded
are critical. Handling throughout the supply chain
needs to be gentle, to reduce the risk of bruising
and other damage, and the resultant waste that
ensues. Produce needs to be able to withstand instore presentation,
and the journey
of purchase and
transport home.
Not only that, but
the produce needs
to have some way
of communicating
to would-be
purchasers where it
comes from, how to
store it at home, and
even how to use it.

apples have been lambasted for being overpackaged. I also saw individually shrink-wrapped
swede, capsicum and even carrots! The craziest
product I saw, where there was great dissonance
between the food and the format, were the matcha
green tea pods in Whole Foods. Does anyone else
see the contradiction?
For fresh produce that has had “convenience”
added to it (i.e. it’s been pre-washed, pre-sliced and
pre-diced, for example), packaging also adds food
safety as an imperative factor for the consumer’s
benefit.

“

“Loose produce gets people
in-store and excited about
produce, and then they buy
pre-pack, because they don’t
want produce that has been
picked over”.

”

Tesco Fresh Produce
Specialist.
For very good reasons, recently there has been
an increasingly violent backlash against plastic
packaging, which has left the fruit and vegetable
sector particularly vulnerable. People still purchase
water, other beverages and many processed foods
in plastic quite happily, but when it comes to “fresh”
produce – they expect it to be hand-picked just
that morning and delivered in wicker baskets for
their delectation and selection. Many people still
do things to fresh produce that negatively impacts
the potential fabulous experience they could have,
like refrigerating tomatoes (which irreversibly kills
flavour), or not refrigerating apples and chestnuts
(which reduces shelf-life drastically). Which is
worse: food waste or packaging? It’s challenging
stuff.

For all these
reasons, many companies protect and add value
to fresh produce via packaging. In some markets,
this packaging has gone a little crazy, with multiple
layers of, and/or inappropriate packaging. These

This has implications for many things, including
supermarkets insisting on more environmentally
friendly packaging. I repeatedly heard about more
environmentally friendly and sustainable packaging
options already being available, but which were
10-20% more expensive. There was a generally
widely held belief that the customer wouldn’t pay for
more sustainable packaging, unless the government
enforced it. Also, there was an appreciation of the
fact that there was a lack of infrastructure in society
to process (compost/recycle) it.
This is a risky path, paving the way for someone
to take the lead. An example of both retailers and
suppliers leading the way are Iceland’s pledge
(Iceland is a specialist in frozen food) to eliminate
plastic packaging on its own-brand products within
5 years, and Quorn™ recently removing 300 tonnes
of non-recyclable black plastic packaging. In fact,
check out what Iceland has been doing, because
they have been innovating with all sorts of ways to
reduce their footprint in plastics, including “reverse
vending” which rewards individuals for recycling
plastics by providing money or vouchers in return for
empty containers.

•
“Light weighting” the plastics they use, for
example swapping a rectangular tray for one that
was narrower at one end; the next step will be
removing the tray or punnet altogether. There is
also greater use of recycled PET.

Suppliers are:
•
Realising they need to become “experts on
packaging”, as it can be 12% of their costs, and is
“painful” at the moment.

•
Replacing aluminium or black plastic trays
(the latter being particularly bad as they cannot
be recycled due to their invisibility to the UVscanners at recycling depots) with sugarcane
pulp-based materials and carboard for oven-ready
meals. Another solution is to paint the back of the
packaging black.
•
Using carboard for highly perishable and
fragile products, like avocado, that were previously
been packaged in plastics – for example the
Sainsbury’s avocados (still flow-wrapped), and the
“Zilla Eggs” aka mini avocadoes, which I saw in
Tesco, Ireland.
•
Using so-called “rotable packaging” – this
from one of the suppliers of food to the airlines.
Rotable packaging can be re-used many times.

UK retailers perceive consumers are extremely
sensitive about price. They may be right, but I
believe that most people don’t know and don’t care
what the price of onions is, for example, and it’s
a crying shame that whole businesses have gone
to the wall over ½ a penny or so per kg via VCA.
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•
Getting different messages from different
retailers – some want foil, some want clear plastics.
The challenge is if a retailer has decided to work
with a specific packaging manufacturer, then there is
pressure on suppliers to use them.
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•

Realising that loose is always an option.

significant regional differences, reducing the cost
and environmental impact of transporting fresh,
perishable produce the “length and breadth” of
Australia. This has implications for the volumes
growers can supply however. It’s challenging stuff!”

Retailers are doing things like:
•
Ekoplaza in Amsterdam sells more than 700
products such as milk in glass bottles, fruit and veg
sold loose, and fresh items like sausage wrapped in a
compostable plant-based material; although the one
I saw near Hoofddorp was less virtuous.

There are new access routes direct to consumers,
both here and in export markets, via E-commerce
and various subscription models; these warrant deep
research to find a route forward via amalgamation
with other products (to develop kits, etc.), sensible
packaging solutions, and cost-effective delivery
options. It has to be worth research, at least! For
value-added products, all additional requirements
such as packaging and branding should add further
consumer-relevant value.

Some of the research that is going on around
“new age plastic” packaging includes:
•
German research institutes in collaboration
with a fast food restaurant looking at sustainable,
biodegradable – and even edible – food packaging
made from algae (Mak Pak).

More locally, there are clear opportunities to garner
greater returns from consumers for vibrant, tasty
fresh produce, following the lead from how specific
retailers sell produce that is:

•
Research into developing fully recyclable,
biodegradable packaging made from egg whites and
even feathers.

•
If fresh: Locally sourced, in-season and
displayed well. Communicate the production story.
Add usage/recipe suggestions.

•
Developing a fully biodegradable cellulose
for sealing other tubs.

•
If packaged: select the most sustainable and
minimal packaging that adds consumer-relevant
benefits. Brand well, focusing on factors which have
resonance for specific consumers.

In summary: packaging is painful and there are
various solutions to the drive to reduce single use
plastics.

•
If all else fails, add value to produce longer
shelf-life, more complex products that meet more
consumer needs. As above re packaging, and
branding.

Recommendations: The writing is on the wall
about the future of supermarket retail of whole,
fresh produce: it will be low-margin, volume-based
and highly likely that any whole produce “valueadding” may be via branding and packaging that
the retailers will control. The margins for suppliers
of whole produce will reduce, and suppliers will be
rationalised. That sounds painful. The opportunities
in whole produce are for growers to identify specific
plant varieties that meet more consumer needs
(easier to peel, better flavour, different colour etc.),
and to negotiate for exclusive access and supply for
these.
“The challenge is then around whether these
new, “better” varieties are grown in several regions
around Australia, to enable national supply. Or, we
accept that not all “Woolworths” or “Coles” stores
across Australia need to be identical, and instead
they have a more local flavour. We would have
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rowers of whole, fresh produce are
the beating heart of the vegetable
and fruit industry. I’ve used several
case studies to show how vegetables growers
I met are adding value to their fresh produce
via improved production and packaging
processes, reducing waste and looking for
automation to solve labour issues. All of the
companies I met with were focused on adding
value to their produce, one way or another.

•
Labour was the number one issue keeping
them awake at night: both the availability of it, and
the cost of it. In some cases, automation was being
seriously looked at as a solution to this, however
this wasn’t universal, and the tendency for this to
increase waste was recognised.
•
Finding uses for waste was less of a driver
than I imagined, with most pointing out that
selection of the best varieties, management of the
products they sell, and improved efficiencies of
production (and e-weighers for packing) had all
reduced waste and improved pack-out efficiencies
significantly over the last few years. In one case, this
meant that current production was 60% of what it
had been 5 years ago, but the pack-out volume was
the same.

Producers: My definition for “producers”, are
businesses that grow vegetables in the UK on their
own or rented land, in the field, in glasshouses or
polytunnels. They may have vegetables grown for
them in other countries under contract. Most were
trimming and packing, or washing, grading and
packing their produce, which was sold in a whole
(unsliced) format. Here’s a summary of what I saw
the different types of businesses doing in response
to the changes in the retail landscape I described in
the previous chapter. I’ve added several detailed key
case studies at the end of this chapter.

•
In some cases they had their own brands,
but mostly they were packing into private label.
•
Most supplied a broad cross section of
retailers, and food service. Smart retailers were
spoken of with appreciation, for the ease of doing
business with them, and the 2 year contracts for
volume (albeit at lower margins).
•
Some were adding value by finding a unique
proposition: unique format, variety, or brand.

•
These businesses were usually growing
a focused range of vegetable types, due to the
suitability of their land and facilities, their own
interests and experience, and the history of their
businesses.
•
They were all looking at ways to “sell more
of what they grow” and “grow more of what they
sell”.
•
Land ownership was seen as the “sacred
cow” for most, with others renting land to get the
best land for their crops, fitting in with crop rotations
on nearby farms.
•
Production in countries like Spain, Morocco
and Kenya was managed to varying levels, with
some taking up land/company ownership over
there, others sending out agronomists to manage
production, and yet others simply supplying
guidelines for production. Most non-UK production
was under contract, enabling all year around supply.
•
They were focusing on plant varieties that
have points of difference of value to retailers and
providing benefits to consumers in terms of form,
appearance and taste (more on this in the next
chapter).
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Varieties: Throughout my travels, I consistently
saw some new (to me) or unexpected types and
varieties of vegetables (and fruit). Some of this will be
influenced by the season when I was there. Here’s a
list.
•
“Baby” formats (i.e. tiny compared with
standard):
o
Bananas, cabbage, turnips, 		
watermelons, apples, avocadoes…
•

Asian vegetables: long beans, bitter melon

•

Beans: red beans, broad beans

•

Aubergines in every shape, size, colour and
form imaginable

•

Leafy chicory; Puntarella (Catalonian 		
chicory)

•

Agretti (Salsola soda, or saltwort)

•

Finger limes from Australia (at MacFrut) –
not new to me but I hadn’t seen them in
Europe before

•

Cucumbers in different sizes and shapes
(apple cucumber)

•

Alliums (fresh, uncured): cippolini 		
onions, fresh garlic, wild garlic

•

Carrots: red and yellow; finger-size and tiny
Chantenay

•

Butternut squash varieties

•

Pointed cabbage

•

Radicchio – Oh! the radicchio varieties!

•

Valerian (lambs lettuce)

•

Heirloom tomatoes

•

White asparagus

•

HUGE globe artichokes

•
Grapes: in one Waitrose store alone I saw
numerous new varieties: green seedless, red seedless,
Sable grapes, Muscat grapes, seedless Vitoria grapes,
seeded sweet Jubilee grapes.
•
Finger limes from Australia (at MacFrut) – not
new to me but I hadn’t seen them in Europe before
And that’s just the ones I could identify!
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Seed Breeders: It became evident during my
travels that plant varieties are not only the solution
for many of the challenges for adding value to
vegetables, they are also the source of many new
opportunities. From better flavour to visible points
of difference, from reducing labour costs to enabling
automation, from reducing waste to opening up new
retail opportunities. I by no means covered a wide
gamut of seed breeders, but did spend quality time
with both Elsoms Seeds in the UK, and Rijk Zwaan
in the Netherlands, including touring their tomato
breeding facility. I also spoke with an innovation
chef from Koppert Cress. Seed breeders seem to
share some characteristics: their commitment and
passion, and their long-term vision and strategy.
Seed salespeople need to make sales projections 5
years out, which is especially challenging when you
consider the fickleness of consumer trends. I’ve
talked about Rijk Zwaan in an earlier chapter.

previously of G’s Fresh and now manager of “diverse”
crops at Elsoms.
Elsoms have developed flavoursome varieties
especially suited to mechanisation, for example
multi-leaf lettuce which grows vertically (and can be
mechanically harvested) compared with varieties like

Plant Factories: Everywhere I went, I saw
aspects of research into hydroponic production
techniques, saw fabulous displays of “one stop shop”
equipment solutions (www.ceflashopfitting.com)
for microgreen (cress) production, or heard about
varieties of vegetables like broccoli and lettuce being
specially bred to suit the “farms of the future”: plant
factories.

Plant factories can be cabinets or cupboards,
shipping containers, glasshouses or sheds, that are
converted with equipment like hydroponic growing
equipment, light emitting diodes (LEDs), and some

form of temperature and relative humidity control.
They could even be solar powered. They can be
used to grow rapid (5-8 day turnaround) crops of
things like microgreens, or cress, herbs and other
seedlings, or for longer production cycles for
lettuce and even broccoli. These techniques are not
particularly new, in fact hydroponic production of
strawberries, lettuce, roses and tomatoes have been
around for years. However, what is relatively new is
the ability to enhance specific wavelengths of light
via new generation LEDs, which are also substantially
cheaper than they used to be. Manipulating specific
wavelengths of light can produce crops with better
flavour, better colour, better root production, for
example.

Elsoms Seeds

“Lollo Rosso” which requires coring. Elsoms have
also been working on perceptions of rocket flavour
and its implications for consumption with Prof Carol
Wagstaff at the University of Reading. They have
some awesome-sounding new varieties of parsnip,
and also purple sprouting broccoli varieties with a
sweet taste, and a uniform habit with a single stem
and low vernalisation requirement (they require less
time in a cold environment before flowering).

“Hydroponics” means plants growing without
soil, either by being suspended in a liquid nutrient
solution, or growing in an inert matrix like rockwool,
which sits in a channel of nutrients. The nutrients
are recycled and very clean; less water is used
than in field production for the same crop biomass
produced. Also, as the environment is controlled,
very little pesticides are required, in fact: none at all
in most cases.

(www.elsoms.com) are based near Spalding, UK,
and are owned by the Keeling family. A marketleading independent seed breeder, Elsoms have
been breeding arable crop and vegetable seeds
like alliums, root crops, brassicas, organics, lettuce,
beans, radish, and celery for the UK market for 175
years. Elsoms operate a seed treatment plant, and
employ around 100 staff. I met Director Robin
Wood, breeding facility manager David Coop, head
of vegetable sales Justin Solly and Lisa Tokelove,

New plant varieties are being bred to suit
production in these facilities, for example broccoli
with a lower vernalisation requirement (this means
the seeds require less time at a cold temperature
before sprouting). Rijk Zwaan mentioned they
have a breeding and selection strategy to produce
varieties more suited to production in plant factories.
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I met Paul Da-Costa-Greaves from Koppert Cress
(www.koppertcress.com) at a food innovation
event in London; he was wearing a very veggy jacket
(see pic). Koppert Cress specialises in glass-house
production of microgreens in the Netherlands; they
sell seeds into the UK and elsewhere. As a company,
they are very focused on health and flavour. Paul
told me that the Koppert Cress canteen provides
food for its staff: just 90g of protein twice a week
and lots of fruit and vegetables. As a chef, Paul
provides education to other chefs about how to use
microgreens to confer flavour to food – sweetness,

a public relations and educational vehicle to
illustrate to the public, in schools and workplaces,
for example, how plants grow, and to engage
consumers with their food. Nature’s Best were
looking at plant factories for this purpose.
Evolution in plant varieties, equipment and greater
awareness of the potential for plant factories
means that fresh produce can now be grown in
places where previously it was a challenge: on oil
rigs, remote military bases, in urban cities, and in
extremely arid and remote regions.

Stockbridge Technology Centre near York,
UK (www.stockbridgetechnology.co.uk) have
recently established key capability in plant factories,
especially related to testing the different LED lights
produced by different manufacturers, and using
these to examine new biopesticides.

Quality & Shelf-Life: Food quality is a combination
of many factors: how it looks, smells and tastes; the
microbiological profile (that is generally yeasts and
bacteria); and the nutritional composition (vitamins,
minerals and energy etc.). “Shelf-life” is the time

One of the topics I discussed with many producers
was around how they would make their current
products with a longer shelf-life. The most
consistent answer I received was: “Why would you
want to? How is it then “fresh”? That stumped me;
they had a point. Are Australian retailers putting
unrealistic requirements on our producers of
“fresh produce”? Another great point made by
several people was that surely, consumers don’t
believe a product with an extended “Use By Date” is
fresh? And also: supermarkets ideally want people
shopping more frequently than once a week or
longer. In fact, “modern” shoppers shop almost
daily, especially in cities. In the UK, “fresh” for
bakery items like sandwiches means made less than
12 hours previously! Once I had worked through
these objections, and also learned that ensuring an
excellent processed product throughout shelf-life
comes from top quality raw materials (see Chapter
5), the solutions I heard included these points:

Many UK producers were growing leafy greens
with KnoxTM genes (non-GM). These innovation
award-winning varieties were produced by Rijk
Zwaan. They experience lower rates of breathing
and delayed rates of “pinking” and “browning”
(which is where pink and brown colours develop
on cut edges throughout shelf-life). These varieties
may have 2 days extra shelf-life, or simply have
better quality throughout the same shelf-life, even
with gas flushing. They also can be packed into
combinations that weren’t previously possible (due
to different rates of breathing) e.g., rocket and
lettuce.

For herbs: Herbs such as mint, and sometimes
basil and coriander can go black when refrigerated.
Prof Carol Wagstaff at Reading University advised
that contrary to popular belief, this is not caused by
the low temperature itself. It’s caused by oxidation
of terpenes (the volatile flavour compounds) on the
leaf surface as a result of damage to the very fragile
oil glands. Nutrition during production (especially
potassium levels) may reduce this, by producing
hardier plants.

lemonyness, pepperiness, saltiness. They have
specific varieties for this: Broccocress™, Tahoon
cress (umami), Adji (peppery), Blinq (salty), Honny
(sweet). Koppert is also linked with campaign in
hospitals to help people heal better and faster. Paul
believes it’s about being respectful of the food. He
was certainly an inspiration, not least because of his
clothing!

Another solution (also from Rijk Zwaan) was
SalanovaTM “One cut, ready” lettuce (8 different types
of lettuce, both red and green). These varieties
require only one cut to remove the core, and then
the leaves all fall away. Not only is this a lower
labour lettuce, it also reduces waste to 20% instead
of 30-35%, and increases shelf-life as there are very
few cut surfaces very few cut surfaces.
For mushrooms: Harvest when the mushrooms
are less expanded, and the density of the mushroom
is greater. Interestingly the shelf-life of mushrooms
produced in Poland is longer than those grown in
the UK, due to different growing methods. In Poland
they set growing specifications to suit shelf-life
requirements, by adapting the watering methods
and harvesting when denser and less expanded.

For leafy greens: To extend the shelf-life of
washed, bagged leafy green beyond 5-6 days, the
leaf material needs to be handled very gently, have
higher dry matter content, and be generally dryer.
Standard practice is to gas flush chopped leafy
greens like iceberg and cos lettuce, and to pack
into plastic bags with tiny holes to allow the leaves
to breathe and to naturally build up the content
of carbon dioxide in the bags, which then slows
the breathing rates (this is called “active modified
atmosphere packaging”, and we use both this and
gas flushing in Australia, too).

Plant factories are being used by shops and
restaurants to produce herbs, cress and wheatgrass
to add to smoothies, salads and sandwiches made
on-site. I saw them being used by sandwich
manufacturer Raynor’s Sandwiches, to add fresh
flavour and colour to sandwiches, with more
control over timing and volume, reduced cost and
better quality throughout shelf-life, compared with
bringing them in. Plant factories also represent
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from when a product is made til the date by which
it should be consumed – to ensure a) food safety
and b) an enjoyable eating experience. Shelflife is determined by microbiology (i.e. growth of
spoilage and food safety pathogens) and so-called
“organoleptics”: appearance, taste, odour and
texture.
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Case Study: Living Salads™
www.livingsalads.co.uk

graders, knife peelers, and most recently, an
e-weigher. The cost benefit analysis of automation
is always considered, and sometimes decisions
have been reversed to reduce production costs,
and to provide a nimble response to changing
market demands. The knife peeler was replaced by
a carborundum peeler due to the lower processing
costs of the latter. The optical grader has been
replaced by people, despite the labour costs.
The new e-weigher, however, is proving to be a
godsend, reducing the “giveaway” from 10 to 2% (a
“giveaway” is the extra product packed to ensure the
pack weight always meets the net weight claimed
on pack). As a result of all his efforts, Freshgro is
now growing 60% of what they were, but packing
out the same volumes due to improved efficiencies
in production and processing. That’s a great way to
reduce waste and input costs!

Case Study: Freshgro UK.
www.freshgro.co.uk

Production Costs: When launched in 2003 they
sold at £1.49/pack. They now sell for £1, despite
a doubling in freight costs, and albeit retaining a
higher value than potted herbs which reduced in
price from £1.50-£2/pot to £0.65-£1 throughout the
same time period.

Martin Evans and his family breed, grow, wash
and pack parsnips and carrots, including coloured
varieties of Chantenay carrots, near Mansfield, UK.
Freshgro supplies 6% of the UK’s carrots, and 90% of
the UK’s ever increasingly popular Chantenay carrots
(small, triangular shaped carrots, originally destined
for canning). Chantenay have grown from nothing
to 15% of the total carrot category over the last 15
years or so, thanks to Martins efforts. Key to success
of Chantenay has been selective breeding strategies
focussing on shape and flavour (sweetness,
particularly). The high planting density ensures a tiny

Innovation: Andrew is always looking for new
varieties, such as Japanese spinach. He’s also
worked with me to create health messaging that
may have resonance with consumers. Andrew is
passionate about bringing health and flavour into
the kitchen, with some great usage ideas for his
products including breakfast smoothies, lunchtime
stir-frys and evening meals.

Andrew Johnson established Living Salads™
near Hull, UK, after seeing a gap in the market to
combine several ideas: shortening the supply chain
for leafy salads, and the rise in demand for the fresh
“zingyness” of potted herbs. Living Salads™ are trays
of lettuce, spinach and other leafy greens sold whilst
still growing in compost, with a handy plastic sleeve.
You purchase the tray, take it home and put it on
your window sill, water it regularly and harvest just
prior to preparing your salad.

My Thoughts: I’ve always been inspired by how
good Martin is at finding the right technology:
whether it’s drilling, harvesting or sorting his tiny
Chantenay carrots, or slicing them into a unique
triangular shape to make a great kids snack. He’s
also seen a clear market advantage in having a
variety with a visible point of difference, a flavour
advantage (Chantenay are sweeter than normal
carrots), and further adding value with purple and
yellow variants. Interestingly, now he is changing
focus to go “less technical” in order to reduce costs

carrot, which seem to get smaller every time I see
them, in response to market demand.

My Thoughts: I was impressed with Andrew’s
vision, and how clear he was on the benefits his
products have for consumers: delivering a fresher,
more nutritious product by removing harvesting,
washing and packing from the supply chain.

Product Development: Martin has looked at many
ways of adding value over the years, from making
ready to roast oven packs with a sauce, to slicing
the triangular Chantenay carrots into longitudinal
slices and packing them with peanut butter or even
chocolate sauce for kids! A regular sight in most
supermarkets are combination packs of Chantenay
carrots with green beans, Tenderstem™ broccoli or
other vegetables. Freshgro are looking increasingly
at more interesting varieties to suit food service,
which has grown from 20 to 40% of their business
as a result.
Production Efficiency: Freshgro has also installed
various pieces of equipment over the years to
improve efficiency and product quality: optical
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and keep up with a rapidly changing marketplace.
The phenomenal achievement of reduced waste via
attention to detail is exemplary.

reduce the required workforce from 18 to 8, saving
£120K per annum. New varieties are required and
have been developed to suit this automation, with
thicker stalks and more even growth habits.

Case Study: Valley Produce

Waste: With fresh herbs, just the top 10-15cm
of herb is cut, and thus there is a large amount of
in-field waste, plus unused crop due to customers
over-ordering. To utilise the whole of the crop,
Colin and his team have investigated many valueadding techniques including drying. They identified
a gap in the market for fresh prepared herbs with
long shelf-life but no additives like oil, preservatives
or acidifiers. Natural flavours and colours, especially
in herbs, are exceedingly easily damaged by
processing: heat and light all rapidly dull the colour
and flavour.

www.valleyproduce.co.uk
Colin Hill’s business, Valley Produce, is based
west of London near Reading. An Asian vegetable
and herb-growing business supplying retailers
with up to 12T/week of pre-packed pak choy, and
other products in the “fresh prepared” category
with up to 45T/week of cut, bunched and boxed
basil, coriander, flat parsley, mint and chives, all

Innovation: In conjunction with Prof Carol
Wagstaff at Reading University, Valley Produce
have taken a long-term view and developed an
intellectual property protected unique processing
technique and equipment to turn waste herbs into
a high colour, high flavour purée, with no other
additions than a small amount of water. The lowtemperature processed, aseptic purée costs 50p/
kg to process, and will be vacuum packed with a
shelf-life of 28 days at 4°C. It is perfect for the food
service market, in which individual companies can
use up to 10T of frozen basil per week, for example.
To establish a factory to produce this would cost
£1.5m, and as yet that is beyond their reach. They
are now investigating licensing their technology. I
tasted basil purée that had been frozen for over 2
years (pictured), and it was if it had been made that
morning. The colour was verdant and the flavour,
so fresh!

year around. In summer the herbs are UK-grown
on rented land (to ensure good quality land that’s
“fresh”), and in Winter they import contract-grown
produce from Israel, Kenya, Morocco and Spain.

Recommendations
Producers are focusing on “selling more of what
they grow” and on “growing more of what they sell”.
Procurement from regions with different climates
enables all year round supply, but requires tight
management and control. Plant varieties with visible
and meaningful points of difference are crucial
for differentiation. Going forwards, automation is
required to reduce labour costs and solve the lack
of availability. Optimising efficiencies wherever
possible is critical for success.
Opportunities: Australian producers are already
“all over this”, but the biggest area where benefits
could be seen would be in work more closely with
retailers and seed breeders to understand consumer
needs and drivers, and to select new varieties and
trial them for suitability in an Australian context. I
was surprised how attention to detail on things like
e-weighers for packing had improved efficiencies
– and thus point out that the “low hanging fruit”
shouldn’t be overlooked.

Production Efficiency: Over the last 5 years, fresh
herb waste has reduced from 30% to 5%. This has
occurred via a combination of automation, better
varieties for field production, better programming for
planting, and customers getting better at ordering.
Which means that if they do decide to go into the
business of producing herb purée, crop will need to
be grown specifically for it! But this isn’t all bad, as
the best flavour may be reached in a crop that’s far
too mature for harvesting for culinary production,
anyway. Win win!

Labour: Like other UK producers, Colin’s number
one issue is labour: both the cost and availability.
The minimum wage has increased at a greater rate
than inflation; and due to an overall improvements in
the economic situation in Europe (and Brexit), many
of the traditional workforce (Polish immigrants) are
returning home, or not arriving at all. Plus, it’s harder
and harder to get people to work outside in the
variable British weather! In response, Valley Produce
are looking at automation: a new harvester and
automated cutting, bunching and packing machine
with an investment of £360K plus a building will

My Thoughts: Valley Produce showed excellent
long-term vision for their approach to value-adding
waste streams, both via technology and varietal
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developments. The herb purée product has wide
applications in many food products and food
service, even as a consumer product in the right
format. Interestingly, in the process of doing this
research, their waste levels dropped considerably
due to attention to detail throughout the supply
chain. A welcome break.
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n many ways this chapter is the main part
of my report (it’s also the last one, so well
done for getting this far!). I attended
several food innovation conferences and
events and heard innovative ideas from a
range of businesses: from beer to porridge to
pasta. I met researchers who were helping
small and larger businesses with the process
of innovation, and saw retailers assisting
businesses to test the market. I met many
primary producers who had developed into
complex processors. Interestingly, in a drive
to secure fresh, flavourful ingredients for
their manufactured foods, processors were
also becoming producers by installing “plant
factories” (see the previous chapter).

“
”

“Requirements for
enjoyment and satisfaction
from food (plus convenience)
far exceed requirements for
health”.
Diageo, the world’s largest producer of spirits and a
key producer of beer, scoped out the most powerful
science and technology programmes that had
potential to deliver a breakthrough against each of
their recognised needs (according to Dave Madigan,
speaking at the Food Innovation conference in
Amsterdam). This turned out to be things like wood
science and fermentation science. Of their 1,000
annual “projects”, 200 were innovations and 800
renovations. They aimed to halve the time to market
(from 42 weeks to 20 weeks) for new products
by doing things like sending modular blending
and packaging lines in shipping containers to new
markets. They established “Open Gate Brewery”
(www.guinnessopengate.com) in Dublin to test
new products; it doubles as a tourist experience.

I’ve put together several case studies to show how
processors are utilising new and existing technology
to cook, blend and otherwise make truly addedvalue vegetable products with more consumerrelevant characteristics. They are looking to use
more of the product, and to develop new products
which match the market demands, as well as their
own capability and capacity. There are some great
tips and tricks here for processors to find ways to
process and incorporate vegetables and fruit into
other value-added food products.
Innovation: I heard a wide range of approaches
to innovation and especially to new product
development from the diverse businesses I met
with. Innovation is a process, involving a creative
approach throughout, with controlled systems for
delivery, involvement with the whole business, and
serious resourcing. Innovation is led by futures
thinking: how is the world changing and how can
your business be even more relevant to your future
customers in this new world? Is there a new way of
getting your product to them?
There was also widespread awareness of the churn
of new products: “Only 24% of new products are
successful”. Understand who you are and what
you do best, and who your customer really is, and
market to them. According to www.foodpairing.
com, 80% of your products will be bought by 0.7%
of your potential customers, so there’s a need to
focus.

Italian pasta company Barilla (www.cucinabarilla.
it) were inspired by the rehydrated pizza in the
movie “Back to the Future 2” in their product
development. They developed a wide range of
pasta-based meal kits and forged a collaboration
with Whirlpool™ to produce a special oven. The
oven is programmed to add water and cook the
meal kits with one press of a button. They started
selling ovens for €649-699, and then changed to a
subscription model which incorporated the loan of
an oven and 9 packs of pasta meals each month for
€30.

“ ”

“What you feed your children
becomes who they are”.
Barilla Pasta, Italy.

Tom Mercer, a farmer’s son saw a gap in the
breakfast market for something healthy, filling and
fast. He created MOMA Foods Ltd. (“Making Oats
More Awesome”; www.momafoods.co.uk) which
now makes single serve porridge (oats, milk powder
in a cardboard tub) and is the biggest porridge
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brand in UK. The original products are 80% of the
business, which has extended into bircher muesli,
and breakfast drinks, which have proved trickier.
Tom saw their strength was in their products (not in
retailing them), so they focused on wholesale, and
the best products for this. MOMA now distributes to
airlines, food service and “High St” grocery. He has
realised they were too slow to tap into anti-sugar
and pro-high protein trends, and MOMA Foods are
now looking carefully at dairy alternatives; cereal
and snacks.

“Food Academy” umbrella, some of which FoodLIT
helped to develop. Excellent teamwork!

between them, and its contribution to food waste.
That’s not what I am covering here.
In the UK, the shelf-life of foods like bagged,
chopped and baby leaf salads, and complex
“nourish” bowls combining cooked pasta and dips
with sliced fresh vegetables, can be considerably
shorter (at generally 5-7 days) than supermarkets in
Australia require (10-12 days or longer, preferably).
There are several reasons for this, mostly related to
the size and proximity of the local market. In the
UK, producers are supplying a market of 65 million
people in a country 32 times smaller than Australia,
and furthermore Australia only has a population of
25 million. UK producer/processors may bring fresh,
whole, (possibly) unwashed ingredients in from
Europe and Africa. But the distance to market of
the final, washed, sliced, mixed and packed product
is much less than here in Australia. The larger
population and, even more importantly, the higher
population density in the UK, means products move
off the supermarket shelves faster. Compounding
the issue is that there are very few inherent
differences in the vegetables being grown and
processed between the two countries. Thus how do
we magically get twice the shelf-life on a living and
breathing product like washed, chopped lettuce, or a
complex and delicious ready to eat lunch salad?

The focus in one factory making a very wide
range of innovative, added-value vegetable-based
meals and products was on increasing the eating
occasions which are opportunities for produce. For
example: breakfast yoghurt pots, snack pots with
vegetables and salads, apple slices with peanut
butter. They were also focusing on food products
that people could eat on the move, holding in
one hand. A product developer I met with from

Support: Sometimes the process of innovation
requires assistance; the job is simply bigger than one
company can achieve. I met with several individuals
and research groups who were providing services to
businesses in food innovation.

In Ireland, Agnes Bouchier-Hayes and her team
of home economists, scientists and analysts are
helping local businesses develop and test new
food products. Food@LIT sits within the Limerick
Institute of Technology (www.foodlit.ie). The Irish
government provides start-ups and other businesses
with innovation “vouchers” of €5,000 worth of

The University of Reading have assisted UK
company BeSmoke (www.besmoke.com) develop
PureSmoke™ technology, which removes the tar,
acridity and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons
(benzopyrenes) from smoke via the patented “PST”
(Pure Smoke Technology) process. Huw Griffiths of
BeSmoke is passionate about his smoked flavours,
which are being used in everything from Fevertree™
Smoked Ginger Ale to tofu. The products are water,
salt and oils (sunflower oil etc) incorporating the
flavours PureSmoke™, PureMami™, PureGrill™.
These flavours are not only very trendy, they
increase the saltiness of the meat flavour, making
them more “chicken”, for example. This means that
less salt can be added to the meat product, or even
to the vegetable product, for that matter. The grill
flavours would seem to have natural application for
things like plant-based “burgers”. Nom Nom!

assistance, prior to co-funded and partnership
models. Over the years, the LIT have worked with
99 entrepreneurs and 200 multinationals to help
drive innovation. Agnes and her enthusiastic team
showed me around the facility, and we talked about
everything from kimchi to yakon, algae to swede.
I saw a range of new, locally produced products
gathered together in the retailer SuperValu under the

Innovation In-Practice: Many of the processing
factories I looked around made a point of talking
about how they approached product development
to ensure that as much of the procured fresh
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produce was used as possible (“whole crop
utilisation”). For example: when fresh red
capsicums were sliced for salads, the waste (tops,
tails) was made into a purée or dip to add to other
products; waste avocado from slicing was used in
fresh guacamole; if fresh pineapple was used as
an ingredient, consideration was given as to what
the core could be used for. This was a particular
challenge for automation to reduce labour costs,
as an increase in waste occurred if vegetable shape
and size didn’t fit the exact specifications for the
machine.

Aviko, a European-based processing company that
represents a co-operative of potato farmers was
looking for ways to make “potatoes the centre of the
meal”.
Quality & Shelf-Life: I defined quality and shelflife in the previous chapter. Everyone is aiming for
a suitable quality in a food product, throughout
shelf-life. “Use By Dates” are a harder yardstick than
“Best Before Dates”: a food is possibly unsafe to
eat (microbiologically) after a pre-determined Use
By Date. But the Best Before date generally simply
indicates that the best eating experience will be
enjoyed before that date. There’s much discussion
about the impact of these dates, and the confusion

Understanding and control of the supply chain for
fresh produce is key to procuring the best quality
vegetables, which gives “added-value” products the
best quality throughout shelf-life. Often this comes
back to ensuring the correct plant variety was being
sourced: watermelon with denser cellular structure
leaked less juice throughout shelf-life after slicing
and dicing, for example. Or seedless capsicums
to reduce both labour and factory waste. One
business I met with viewed the strength of their
supply chain and their long-term vision as being key
to winning whole vegetable supply contracts. But
it was their innovation strength and modern factory
which won their “food to go” business contracts.

“”

“Quality in processed
vegetable products is all
about the quality of the raw
materials”.
Gian Martini, Tecnoceam,
Italy.
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Here are some other things I heard from different
producer/processors, and from processors about
quality and shelf-life:

Most of the processing factories I spoke with were
making products from cooked vegetables like potato
mash (or Stamppot as they call it in The Netherlands)
with 14-28 days of shelf-life. They were using
traditional processing methods including “hot
fill”, instead of more technical processes like gas
flushing, High Pressure Processing (HPP) or any
vacuum microwave technology.

For sandwiches: Modified atmosphere
packaging (nitrogen and carbon dioxide gas flushing)
can also extend the shelf-life of sandwiches. Leafy
greens like lettuce were changed to spinach to
achieve this.

In the UK, cooked pots of vegetables produced by
Innocent™ had failed due to lack of sufficient shelflife. Innocent™ had switched back from smoothies
made using HPP (with higher cost and shorter
refrigerated shelf-life but potentially better colour,
flavour and nutrition) to pasteurisation (lower cost,
some reduction in flavour, colour and nutrition, but
with potentially longer ambient shelf-life), as the
consumer didn’t understand or value the benefits of
HPP sufficiently to warrant the additional cost.

For fresh, cooked vegetables: The advice
was to install a newer processing factory (G’s Fresh
found that the shelf-life on chilled beetroot was
double when produced in a new factory with state
of the art equipment).

Processing Technologies: Sometimes simple is
best. On my tours around processing factories, I
was very surprised to see so much hand packing
of products, and even manual processing of
vegetables, using either food service-sized
equipment, or bespoke equipment made in-house.
Retailers such as Marks & Spencer, where the retail
price may be slightly higher than in other stores,
particularly value the quality look and feel that
“hand-packed” brings. For processing factories who
rely on this, the location of the factory for availability
of labour is very important.

“

Interesting: An area of growth I observed both
in Italy at trade fairs, and at Vitafoods in Geneva,
were the ever increasing range, and wider utilisation
of dried vegetable powders. These were being
produced by air and freeze-drying, and were being
used in everything from smoothie mixes to capsules
to breads and pasta. Broccoli latté anyone?

“A company that takes nine
months to approve a new
supplier & says it wants to
develop a new product in six
months is kidding itself”.
Lee Richard Taylor
Co-Ro (Denmark).

”

The other thing that surprised me was how many
of the companies were using tried and tested food
processing equipment like pasteurisation and
hot fill, instead of state of the art, new technology
like microwave vacuum cooking, or relying on
preservatives or gas flushing packs. The reasons for
this were around delivering quality, safe food at a
price people can afford.
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Producer/Processors: My definition of these types
of companies is that they were growing vegetables
in the UK on their own or rented land, and had
vegetables grown for them in other countries
under contract. They were washing, slicing/
dicing and packing their produce, with or without
comparatively simple additions such as other
vegetable and fruit ingredients, butters/dressings,
sauces and toppers like cheese or seeds (with a low
allergen risk). Some were more evolved: cooking
and otherwise processing their produce to create
added value products, which were either branded or
not.

•
Automation was less of a driver than I
imagined it would be, largely due to the churn of
processed products and the need to hand trim
mechanically peeled products, and hand pack. In
many cases, equipment was developed in-house to
suit the raw materials and the products being made,
for example I saw three factories making spiralised
vegetables and all used different equipment.
•
A surprising number were building new
processing factories, on the back of expansion of
their supply base as a result of consolidation from
retailers and long terms contracts for supply.
•
Processing technologies used were tried
and tested: chlorine dips, hot fill, pasteurisation. A
few had expanded into more involved technologies
such as High Pressure Processing for juices and
smoothies, but it was a struggle to match the
marketing spend of companies for whom this was
their sole focus.

•
These businesses were usually growing
a focused range of vegetable types, due to the
suitability of their land, their own interests and
experience, and the history of their businesses.
•
They were all looking at ways to “sell more
of what they grow” and “grow more of what they
sell”.

•
Finding uses for waste was less of a driver
than I imagined, with most pointing out that
selection of the best varieties, management of the
products they sell, and improved efficiencies of
production had all reduced waste significantly over
the last few years. Many had installed anaerobic
digestors and were treating the grey water from their
washing plants.

•
Land ownership was seen as the “sacred
cow” for most, with others renting land to get the
best land for their crops, fitting in with crop rotations
on nearby farms.
•
Production in countries like Spain, Morocco
and Kenya was managed to varying levels, with
some taking up land/company ownership over
there, others sending out agronomists to manage
production, and yet others simply supplying
guidelines for production. Most non-UK production
was under contract, enabling year round supply.

•
In some cases they had their own brands,
particularly for more processed products such as
juices, cooked products and snacks, but mostly they
were packing into private label. Many spoke of the
constant pressure for private label from retailers,
with only one company simply refusing to do this
(Mash Direct, more on this in a case study).

•
They were focusing on plant varieties that
are ideal for the processed products they develop,
for example in terms of flavour, processability,
reduced labour and waste throughout processing
(more on this in the next chapter).

•
Most supplied a broad cross section of
retailers, although several producer/processors were
at pains to ensure no single retailer represented
more than 28-30% of their business.

•
For some, labour was the number one issue
keeping them awake at night: both the availability of
it, and the cost of it (more on this in a later chapter).
A number of producer/processors employed no
casuals in their factories, relying on contracted
staff that they empowered and developed via food
safety and other training. They felt this gave them
the ability to meet accreditation standards of the
retailers, as all staff knew what they were doing at
all times. Farm staff numbers altered seasonally,
and most organised on-site accommodation and
transport for their seasonal workers.

•
Product innovation and development were
taken seriously, with teams of 5-10 depending on
the business, and regular contact and presentations
to their retailers (more on this in a later chapter).
•
All were keeping abreast of trends and
responding with innovative solutions.
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Case Study: G’s Fresh

flavour trend at the moment. Maybe salted caramel
beetroot is next (flavour is king, and salted caramel is
“king kong” according to www.foodpairing.com!).

www.gs-fresh.com
G’s is one of Europe’s leading fresh produce
companies: a market-led farming and processing
business with a suite of companies and products. I
met with Graham Forber, Managing Director at G’s
Fresh Beetroot, and Mark Haynes, Managing Director
for Fresh Veg (mushrooms and onions). We talked
all things retail, beetroot and organics.

beans and washing the beans; currently this keeps
17 people busy, which can all be replaced with an
optical sorter.

www.barfoots.com

Food Technology: G’s are always at the forefront
of using new food technology to produce
consumer-meaningful product improvements like
better texture, flavour and colour. Previously they
have installed steam cookers to deliver this. Now
they are looking at a new cooking technique, to
provide cooked beetroot in a non-vinegared format
with improved flavour and colour compared with
the current retorted (vacuum-packed) product.
Mushroom Automation: I was astounded to
hear there are 5,000T of mushrooms sold in the
UK per week! Annually, the whole mushroom UK
market is worth £0.5 billion. 35% are grown in
the UK, and the rest are Irish, Polish, or from The
Netherlands. G’s produce 170T/week. Even more
astoundingly, all mushrooms in the UK are still hand
harvested: each person picks 1T per week. G’s are
looking at leading edge robotics for harvesting; it’s
simply “where they’ve got to be”. G’s own a Polish
mushroom business, and with an exchange rate of
€1.30/£ it was competitive to bring them in. Now
the exchange rate is €1.14/£, the UK market needs to
be more competitive.
Consumer Engagement: G’s have several
consumer facing brands and websites, like www.
lovebeetroot.co.uk. G’s are going for “global
domination” with their LoveBeets™ brand, selling in
the US and South Africa to name a few countries.
They joint ventured with OneHarvest, Australia to
launch vac-packed and infused beets here under the
LoveBeets™ brand.
Organics: G’s are looking carefully at this category,
which has recently seen 6-7% growth but still
represents only 2% of the total UK market. Organics
are 10% of the market in Europe.

Product Development: G’s grow and process
beetroot in Cambridgeshire, producing vacuum
packed cooked beetroot, vinegar-infused, natural
bunched beetroot, and organic variants. Pickled
beetroot is a firm favourite in the UK, and G’s led the
way a number of years ago with flavoured infusions
like “Sweetfire”, chilli, lemon and honey and ginger,
to name just a few. These flavours brought many
younger consumers into the category and grew
demand for infused baby beetroot considerably. I
was impressed to see a Smoky Shredded Beetroot
product in-store in Tesco, as “smoky” is a key

My Thoughts: I’m always enthused after speaking
to Graham and Mark at G’s: their insight and
knowledge of the marketplace is second to none.
Matched by their team’s ability to develop cooked,
processed vegetable products that are tasty,
utilise effective processing techniques to deliver
consumer-valued attributes, and are produced cost
effectively. Often first to market, G’s have the supply
chain coverage to add value at every step.
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Case Study: Barfoots

Varieties: Currently, Barfoots use both hand
and machine to remove tops and tails, but
mechanisation bruises the bean half-way down.
They are considering varieties that naturally lose
their stalk when harvested to reduce costs.
Packaging: By switching from “soldier” to a
“jumble” pack like Mulgowie produce here in
Australia, Barfoots hope to significantly reduce costs,
although they expect a 15% reduction in sales as a
result.
My Thoughts: Barfoots are an excellent example
of a company that has focused on bringing
something new and different to the market, and
continuing to innovate. With volume growth, they
have invested in technology to reduce costs, but not
without first looking to plant varieties that may also
improve the situation in terms of reduced waste and
labour inputs. Identifying new packaging formats
to reduce cost is also sensible, and I look forward to
seeing what the future holds when their new factory
comes on track later this year.
I already mentioned Barfoots in a Case Study
in Chapter 1 (go back and have another read, it’s
worth it). Barfoots are such an innovative company
doing such interesting things, that I thought they
deserved a second mention, especially about their
approach to automating green bean production and
processing.
Demand: In the UK, fresh green beans are a
growing commodity, where they are often grown
and packed by hand in countries like Kenya. Tidy
“soldier” packs, with all the beans lined up in a row,
sell in the UK for £0.89-£1/250g pack. Barfoots
grow green beans in the UK from early July til midSeptember, and in Senegal the rest of the year. In
the last 3 years, supply of green beans by Barfoots
has grown from 6-7T/week to 45T/week!
Labour: Currently it takes 260 people to pick
and process the 45-50 Tonnes of green beans
required each week. With mechanisation, this can
be reduced to 15 people. Mechanising harvesting
alone reduced the need for 170 people to 4, with
the equipment being paid for within 2 weeks by
cost savings. Processing involves removing stones
with an air separator, removing leaves and broken
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Case Study: Mash Direct

to several countries including the Middle East. They
“stick to their roots”: exporting the same products
as they sell locally. Jacks view was that they make
good food products, because of their selection of
suitable plant varieties, their bespoke processing
equipment and their skilled product development
team. They focus on selling these products
rather than trying to second guess export taste
preferences. Their “Chilli Baby Bakes” have been a
great success in the United Arab Emirates.

www.mashdirect.com
Mash Direct, based just outside Comber, in
Northern Ireland, are a perfect example of producer
turned processor. I met Jack Hamilton and Tracy,
Jack’s mother.
Production: Several generations of the Hamilton
family have farmed potatoes, root vegetables and
brassicas on the same land since the 1800’s. They
decided to “diversify or die” by becoming Mash
Direct in 2003. They now employ 180 staff (no
casuals, apart from maybe 10-15 at Christmas), and
have 62 contract growers with long-term contracts.

contain any preservatives or flavourings, and
included grilled mushrooms in oil with chilli and
oregano; pickled baby mushrooms in oil with garlic
and parsley; and cooked, blended products with oil,
lemon juice and garlic and herbs. There were also
dried mushroom products. I was shown through the
production and processing units, and was impressed
with the investment in cooking/blending, and hot fill
(and possibly pasteurisation) equipment.

www.funghivalentina.it
Funghi Valentina produce and process mushrooms,
just outside Bologna, in the Emilia-Romagna region
of Italy. The business was established in 1980 by
Oriano Borghi, and named in honour of his daughter
who is now heavily involved in the business.

Packaging: I noticed all the mushrooms were
packed for wholesale markets in wooden trays with
pink paper overwraps (pink because of Valentina,
and pink because that is the colour of fresh
mushroom gills). They looked beautiful. Some
serious marketing budget had been spent making
many aspects of the production and added-value
range accessible to consumers, with recipe cards,
information sheets, nutritional facts and production
and environmental footprint figures. It was impressive!

Technology: Mash Direct use technology that
delivers consumer-valued attributes like the correct
texture and flavour. Initially, three other root
vegetable mashes were made with equipment they
built themselves. This was because commercial
equipment over-cooked the vegetables, reducing
the texture and bite to that of French purée, or baby
food. Not what they wanted at all. High Pressure
Processing equipment was also trialled, but failed
to deliver the right texture. Their continued ethos is
to start with the quality in the finished product they
are looking to make, and then work backwards re
how to create that. Mashed products don’t include
any preservatives. They are hot filled into packs,
no gas flushing; achieving a 14 day shelf-life using
traditional technology.

Brand Identity: Mash Direct have a very strong
brand identity, which was great to hear because I
have always been impressed with their colourful,
highly visual branding. The red tractor in the field
on-pack is an original family tractor, and the tower
in the background is Scrabo Tower at Newtownards,
which tells their consumers they are local. The one
thing they won’t do is private label: “Everything is up
for negotiation or discussion, except private label”.
It’s clearly working for them.
Consumer Vision: I was impressed with Jack’s
vision for how they really want to sell their product:
they want to be in the fresh produce section of the
supermarket, not with ready meals. Fresh produce
is the first section consumers enter in-store, when
they are looking for a meal idea. Studies have
shown that if consumers purchase a Mash Direct
product, their overall basket spend is increased.

Waste: Mash Direct was where I first heard the
approach to waste being “not to have it in the first
place”, by growing varieties that are appropriate
for their soil type (which reduces splits etc), and
perfect for the value-added products they make.
Factory waste (peelings etc.) is fed to animals.
Packed unsold produce is given to Fair Share etc.
The biggest waste headache was clean-up of starch
from processing water.

Product Development: They set the standard
for their product vision from the outset, with first
product “Champ”, mashed potato and spring onions/
scallions, made using Jack’s Grandmother’s recipe.
They now develop between 3 and 4 new products
each year; Nourish Bowls are the most recent. Their
process is to first develop a concept, figure out
how to make it commercially, what the pack weight
would be, what the costings are, and then question
“will this sell”? They use a local chef who has an
excellent flavour perspective, to enhance or tweak
the final formulation for improvements, and then
test on consumers at the many shows they go to,
sampling around 120-130,000 consumer each year
– a great test bed!

My Thoughts: I was impressed with the focus on
the desired, consumer valued attributes for their
products, and how this fed back into everything:
from choice of plant variety to selection of
processing equipment. The other thing I was struck
by was the choice of traditional, tried and tested
food processing technologies to deliver a safe, tasty
food with a suitable shelf-life. Rather than relying on
preservatives and other approaches like gas flushing.
The export vision was also a stand-out. Stick to your
roots, to what you know you can do. People will
come. And they do. Well done!

Product Range & Export: In 2018 they have 40
products, supplied to 5,000 stores and are exporting

72
Hazel MacTavish-West Churchill Fellowship Report July 2018

Case Study: Funghi Valentina

My Thoughts: This was an unexpected visit for me,
as my tour guide had established the meeting and
she wasn’t sure what we were going to be seeing.
I think it was an unexpected visit for Oriano, as
well, but he handled it beautifully, and with Cecilia
translating, we got along very well. To say that I was
blown away by Oriano and Valentina’s open-ness
and their willing ness to show me everything they
were doing is an understatement. For any business
to invest €3M in a production facility is one thing,
but to invest in processing technology to add further
value, and to ensure all the communication tools
(from packaging to publicity materials) are also
equally well resourced was a win, win, win for their
business. We saw Funghi Valentina at CIBUS, a trade
fair in Parma, and I hope they managed to acquire
many listings for their added value products. The
word that sums the whole business up for me was:
Beautiful!

Production & Sales: Oriano produces 4,000
Tonnes of mushroom per annum, and employs 120
people. Ten percent of the mushrooms produced
are organic. Mushrooms are sold into wholesale
markets in Naples where Oriano has agents, and
food service. Ten percent of the “waste” mushrooms
are sold to companies for processing into frozen,
etc. Average prices are €2/kg. In terms of sizes: the
2-3cm mushrooms go to Puglia, the 4-5cm ones to
Sardinia and the 8-10cm to Sicily. Apparently there
are 30 mushroom farms of this size in Italy!
Processing: Funghi Valentina had an extremely
well-presented range of processed mushroom
products, in jars. These had been developed using
“innovative cooking methods and secret recipes
from the Borghi household”. The products don’t
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Case Study: PDM Produce, The Salad Growers
www.pdmproduce.co.uk

day agronomy support. PDM employs 260 fulltime equivalent staff for 6 months of the year, and
700 from May onwards, in both the farm and the
factory (there were many mobile homes on-site for
employees).

PDM are a privately-owned business in Shropshire,
UK. I met Dermot Tobin the farm MD, Lizzie
Pritchard, the agronomist, the factory manager, and
several people working in product development for
the High Pressure Processing (HPP) unit the farm
owns. Lizzie took me on a whirlwind driving tour
around the farms locally, she knows those bends
well!

Production & Risk/Cost Mitigation: PDM supply
most retailers, but don’t allow any one retailer to be
more than 28% of their business. They have a two
year, high volume, low margin contract with ALDI,
which has enabled them to build a second large,
new factory (£12M investment); having a second
factory helps manage risk. They have recently
leased a 600m2 glasshouse close by to grow
some of the specialty leafy greens all year around.
They are producing their own nitrogen gas for gas
flushing instead of buying cylinders in.
Varietal Innovation: PDM undertake many trials on
new varieties each year, looking to get something
different for each of the retailers they supply. They
are growing leafy salads with Knox™ genes (nonGM) from Rijk Zwaan, to enable a better shelf-life on
cut, washed leafy greens, as a result of the reduced
rates of developing pinking and browning on cut
edges. They release 10-12 new bags each year
(some with vegetable shreds), and view new product
development as “the only way to get and keep
business”.
Efficiency: PDM grow spinach on flat instead of
raised beds, and have narrowed their drilling rate
from 8m to 6m, which has increased field usage
from 66% to 94%, and thus reduced production
costs/kg. They harvest, and pack wholehead lettuce
in the field, using Brima Pack technology (www.
brimapack.com/en/). This means no skill is required,
and thus reduces labour sourcing issues. Waste is
left in the field, and packed wholehead lettuce are
vacuum cooled in the factory.

Production: PDM’s philosophy is to “keep it simple
and do volume”. They grow baby leaf (6-7% of the
UK bagged salad market) and wholehead lettuce
(15-17% of the UK market, representing 20M heads
of Iceberg, 16M heads of Little Gem, and 10M of
Romaine). The business is 55% baby leaf (from
2,000 acres) and 45% wholehead (from 1,800 acres);
they don’t do organics. UK production is from April
til the end of October; some of this achieved by
growing early crops under fleece. Crops are grown
to contract in Italy, Portugal and Spain, where they
supply the production protocol but not day to

Processing: PDM are the only leafy salads
producers also processing chopped, washed leaf (i.e.
ready to eat) into bags. They are the UK’s biggest
washed spinach producers, at 200T per week. PDM
pack 95% of what they grow. Their competitors
are either producers, or processors only; G’s
Fresh bagged leafy is unwashed. They are looking
seriously at automation for many things, especially
things like putting bags of leafy greens into boxes at
the rate of 45-50 bags per minute or more. As far
as I can ascertain, this equipment doesn’t exist yet,
due to the fragility of gas-filled bags and the pace of
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packing required.

increasingly investigated and controlled. Some
UK and non-UK production was under contract,
enabling all year around supply. I heard from one
processor that they “procured at the right price, or
not at all”, indicating that the only way to control
profitability was via the product mix produced.

Innovation: PDM are a stand out in the industry, as
they established their own cold pressed, HPP juice
processing facility 2 years go (£750K investment).
They make 8 juice blends and 2 smoothies, under
the B Fresh brand (see Chapter 1).

•
All were focusing on plant varieties that are
ideal for the processed products they develop, for
example in terms of flavour, processability, reduced
labour and waste throughout processing (more on
this in the next chapter).
•
For many, labour was the number one issue
keeping them awake at night: both the availability
of it, and the cost of it. Some processors employed
no casuals in their factories, relying on contracted
staff that they empowered and developed via food
safety and other training. They felt this gave them
the ability to meet accreditation standards of the
retailers, as all staff knew what they were doing at all
times. I also saw job succession planning in action,
in terms of recognition of the need for staff to grow
and develop in their roles.

My Thoughts: This is a stand out company for
innovation, focus and exemplified the benefits of
having a single owner rather than a board to answer
to, in terms of flexibility and ability to make decisions
fast. They had a clear risk mitigation plan, and were
innovating right throughout the business, from plant
variety through to production methods and valueadding waste streams. One of the keys, I felt, was
ensuring they had good people (they did). Their
product development teams have done an excellent
job, especially with B Fresh smoothies, a market first
with both probiotics and prebiotics. Watch and learn!

•
Processors prided themselves in the
technical quality of their staff, and in some cases
their in-house analytical facilities to ensure
food safety. Reaching and maintaining levels of
retailer accreditation was crucial to success. I
saw innovative involuntary sanitation facilities
everywhere I went, and was greeted by the utmost
security screening in order to enter several places
also.

Processors: My definition of these types of
companies is that they were procuring vegetables
from growers in the UK and other countries
throughout the year, in some cases under contract
and with tight supply chain control. They were then
washing, slicing/dicing, possibly cooking, and then
combining the vegetable/fruit ingredients with a
complex array of other ingredients including things
like cooked pasta and rice, dips and sauces, proteins
and grains. A surprising number were also dabbling
with becoming producers!

•
Automation was less of a driver than I
imagined it would be, largely due to the churn of
processed products and the need to hand pack
products to meet retailer expectations for quality.
For many, hand processing was a solution to enable
products to be market tested.
•
Allergens were managed by a combination
of different process lines, and physical segregation,
some even going as far as having separate factories
(for nut allergens) close by.

•
These businesses were able to rapidly
respond to food trends and retailer demands (and
to lead these) due to their ability to procure and
process pretty much anything.

•
Processing technologies used were tried and
tested: hot fill, pasteurisation. Equipment in factories
was smaller than I imagined it would have been, the
driver being to be nimble and flexible in terms of
the product mix made, due to customer demands
and product ‘churn’. Cooking facilities for pasta
ranged from batch to continuous belt, depending

•
To ensure quality throughout shelf-life,
and to meet retailer accreditation standards, the
supply chain for procured fresh produce was being
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Case Study: Natures’ Best

on the volumes. It goes without saying (but I’ll say it
anyway), that all the factories I looked around were
extremely clean and well organised; cleaning was
evidently a continual process.

www.naturesbest.ie
Nature’s Best in Drogheda, Ireland are a 2nd
generation family food processing business, initially
established in 1987 to produce beansprouts; now
growing at 10% pa. I met Rory Callaghan (MD),
Michael Burke (Sales), and Helen Kearney (Technical)
and many of the factory staff. They allowed me full
factory access, including photographs.

•
A surprising number were thinking about
building new processing factories. Some were very
focused on selecting the best location of these, both
for ready access to an available labour force and
proximity to markets.
•
Several processors were adding “plant
factories”: equipment or facilities that enabled inhouse production of herbs and microgreens, via
controlled environments and LED lights. This was to
enable supply of a better quality, highly perishable
fresh product, and also for promotional and
education reasons for local schools, for example.

Supply: Nature’s Best produce 1 million products
each week: wet salad, leafy salad (50% of the
business), and prepared produce. They supply
all multiple retailers in Ireland (population 4
million), except Marks & Spencer. Tesco is their
biggest customer, with Dunnes Stores and ALDI
next, and similar in size. All products are sold on
“Every Day Low Price” (EDLP) all the time. There
have been no promotions since 2008. This has
apparently “changed everything” for them: reducing
labour costs by not having to add stickers to the
promotional items.

•
Finding uses for waste was less of a driver
than I imagined, with most stating that their product
mix utilised the whole of crop they procured. As
described earlier, off cuts of capsicums were utilised
in sauces and dressings for example.

Procurement: 100% of product is procured under
long-term contracts to specification. 15-20% is
Irish sourced. Significant recent weather issues
(#BeastfromtheEast) delayed store deliveries by
2 weeks or more. Significant weather in Spain in
2017 also took serious management: they sent their
agronomist over and won a lot of goodwill from
suppliers by the way they managed it.

•
Most processors had a range of brands
and packed private label products for a wide range
of retailers; only one that I saw ran an “M&S only”
facility.
•
Product innovation and development were
taken seriously, with teams of 5-10 depending on
the business, and regular contact and presentations
to their retailers (more on this in a later chapter).

Pricing: If the price for procurement of ingredients
is too high: they simply don’t buy it. They have a PIP
(profit improvement plan). Bold stuff!

•
All were keeping abreast of trends and
responding with innovative solutions.

Processing: All products are made fresh to order:
orders arrive at 2pm and products are despatched
at 2am the following morning. In the factory, they
hand cut/hand prepare a number of ingredients
and products, the argument being its significantly
cheaper than high capital equipment for small
runs, and it delivers flexibility. The pay rates for
people hand-cutting zucchini for example was
€9.85-11.50/hour. They currently produce 6 out
of 7 nights a week, from 4pm. They are reviewing
whether a switch to day production with a finite
finish time would suit their staff better and deliver
what’s needed. In 2005 they were at 60% capacity
(so they could switch on the extra 40% at times like
Christmas). Now they run at 100% all the time by
focusing on core lines.
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Expansion: Nature’s Best established their
7,000m2 factory on a green field site in 1996, and
are about to further expand by 2,500m2. They are
also about to establish an “educational growing
facility” with vertical farming, hydroponics and light
emitting diodes: a “plant factory”.

fry mix and also to prepared vegetables. They cook
their own pasta and grains on-site.
Waste: I was surprised to hear that consumers
in Ireland pay by weight for collection of their
recycling and waste, including food waste! At
Nature’s Best: peelings go to animal feed,
contaminated waste goes to landfill, plastics and
proteins are recycled (I’m not sure what protein
recycling looks like). They produce less waste than
they used to, because everything is made fresh to
order.

Accreditation: Nature’s Best are one of only four
facilities in Ireland (in any food sector) accredited
to Tesco PIU (product integrity unit) blue standard.
Auditors can (and do) drop in at any time. Staff
heading up sections take responsibility for the
businesses accreditation and audits. Nature’s Best
were one of the most difficult factories to get
into: I had to show my passport at the security
gate and complete several forms. They employ
311 permanent, level 2 food safety-trained staff
(no agency staff or casuals), and proudly displayed
all their employees names within the company
presentation. Security, staff training, and retention
are an important factor for the company to meet
compliance for supermarket accreditation. I was
struck by how all the staff had a clear view (they
really walked and talked it) that quality and technical
strength were key to their business success. They
also exemplified succession planning for staff
within the factory, with people “shadowing” more
senior staff, to learn and eventually take over. For
the last 10 years, Nature’s Best have had their
own independently accredited laboratory onsite, for microbiology and pathogens. Shelf-life
of their products is determined by organoleptics
(sensory factors like taste, odour, and texture), not
microbiology.

Managing Risk: Comes from efforts they make
for supplier approval (BRC standard 2018); and the
resources they commit to being strong in quality and
technical (their laboratory, their staff training). Food
fraud is a big risk. Some of the new technologies
they have looked at (energy bites, low fat mayo) are
to mitigate risk, and to access a different revenue
stream. As is the educational growing facility (to
help kids understand where their food comes from).
Strategy: Nature’s Best lived and breathed a clear,
consistent message of their drive for flexibility,
quality and technical strength, and of valuing their
people. This was reiterated throughout the day, and
observed in practice. They appear to have a clear
strategy of where they are going and how they are
going to get there. Health and wellbeing is also a
core strategy.
My Thoughts: I often hear in Australia that we
“can’t do things by hand due to the high labour
costs”, but I was struck that the costs Nature’s
Best were paying their staff, many of whom were
processing vegetables or filling tubs of dressings by
hand, were very similar to our pay rates (and their
products are sold at lower prices than ours are).
Using people instead of equipment made Nature’s
Best nimble and flexible, essential for the high rate
of new products and the supermarket churn. A
population of 4 million is not that different from an
Australian city, and thus this approach may work
for Australia’s processors to look towards. I was
also impressed that quality and technical strength
pervaded their clear and present business strategy,
and was seen in practice in the factory. Staff
management, training, succession planning and the
way they empowered staff within the NPD process
were exceptional. Very inspirational!

New Product Development: NPD is customer
led: they undertake monthly market trawls and
make regular customer presentations. They also
send staff on European holidays at the company’s
expense with a task to return with two new products
the business could make! They have an NPD
team of 7, with culinary, process technology and
food technology experience; different people are
responsible for ingredients and finished products. In
2017 they launched 102 new products, of which 90
are still going and 75 are doing well. Recent new
products they mentioned: crème-fraiche based
(low fat) coleslaws (they make their own dressings
and mayonnaises), also energy bites (dried fruit and
seeds blended into a ball); they are working on a
“free-from” range. There was significant activity
around grains and seeds: they add chia to their stir-
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Case Study: Raynor’s Sandwiches

Processing & Packaging: “Fresh” sandwiches
have to be made and sold within 12 hours in the
UK. Raynor’s use modified atmosphere packaging
(nitrogen and carbon dioxide gas flushing) to extend
the shelf-life of sandwiches for export; leafy greens
like lettuce were changed to spinach to achieve this.
In response to changing demands for packaging,
Raynor’s have light-weighted their packaging, and
use recycled polyethylene.

www.raynorfoods.co.uk

I first met Matthew Raynor from Raynor’s
Sandwiches at a food innovation event in London.
What a character: with his bowler hat and waistcoat!
I met more of his fabulous team: Durran Eden and
Tom Hollands, at a food innovation conference
in Amsterdam, and then eventually got to meet
Matthew’s parents and sister when I dropped in to
see the factory in Chelmsford, UK. His mother came
in to refill the office fruit bowl (“to keep everyone
healthy”).

Innovation: Raynor’s have a strategy for
innovation: “It’s a process”. They are looking for
long term solutions, not quick fixes. A technique
they apply among office staff is regular desk rotation
“for sharing naivety and problems”. The list of
ingredient innovations at Raynor’s appeared to be
almost endless. A new tomato variety (“Intense”)
that had a denser cellular structure (but still great
flavour) and thus leaked less juice and resulted in far
fewer soggy sandwich complaints. The extra cost
of the tomato was more than offset by the reduced
waste, although food fraud from suppliers was now
an issue as Matthew often found standard plum
tomatoes underneath Intense ones. An iceberg
lettuce type (“Verity Grace”) that requires 2 instead of
16 hand cuts to make lettuce suitable for a sandwich
(reducing labour costs). This lettuce variety also
reduces waste to 5%, doesn’t go brown, has a mild
taste with lasting crunch, tiny stalks and big leaves.
They are looking at installing a “plant factory”
(“Rosemary Gardens”) to produce fresh rosemary,
rocket, spinach and lettuce, also flat/curly parsley
and chives, coriander, mint and dill.

Business Strategy: Raynor’s was established 30
years ago by Matthew’s father, and now employs
180 staff. They are all about being a factory of
the future, for the “4th Industrial Revolution in
food manufacturing”. Predominantly, Raynor’s
supply wholesale and food service. For example:
sandwiches to the Houses of Parliament, the House
of Lords, and for awhile, to Buckingham Palace.
Forty percent of their sandwiches (and increasingly,
sushi) go to education institutions. When I visited,
several Sammies™ awards were in the offing, to add
to the plethora of similar awards adorning the walls.
Procurement & Delivery: Raynor’s own thirty
delivery vans for their sandwiches, which are mainly
supplied within the M25. The vans then pick up
fresh ingredients for production on the way back to
the factory. Ingenious!

78
Hazel MacTavish-West Churchill Fellowship Report July 2018

Their “Bake in Space” project, in conjunction with
a research consortium, aims to provide fresh baked
bread in space (the first “sandwich in space”). They
are also hoping to inspire school students to get into
health and nutrition with this project. Raynor’s lived
and breathed the maxim: “It’s sandwiches, Jim, but
not as we know it!”

Recommendations
To succeed in adding value both to your business
and to your consumer products requires strong
vision and support. Innovation needs to be
intrinsic to every aspect of, and every individual
within a business, for it to be successful. From
staff management through to procurement and
communications as well as getting creative in
the first place! People are your business, and
empowering them to succeed with training, support
and a future of growth and fulfillment is more than
half the battle won already!

Waste: Some of the innovations described above
also reduce waste significantly, both in the factory
and in the finished product (due to improved quality
throughout shelf-life). In the factory, Raynor’s have
changed to plastic containers for moving produce
around to reduce cardboard going to landfill. Food
waste goes to council owned anaerobic digestors,
never to landfill. They had also entered into a
collaboration with Wicks Manor Farm near Maldon
to receive ham in exchange for supply of bread
crusts to the farm (Raynor’s don’t use the crust
or the slice next to it for sandwiches as these are
too dry). They are also involved in an Innovate UK
project on biowaste for producing insects. The
innovative business approach they whole team has
pervades every aspect of their business.

For added-value products incorporating vegetables
and fruit, knowledge and control of a quality supply
chain is critical. This starts with getting the most
suitable plant varieties, both for the final product and
the factory. Attention to these details can reduce
other processing headaches such as labour costs,
waste and shelf-life.
Technology is not always the answer to making
the best products the most cost effectively. And
even when processing technology is required,
sometimes tried and tested techniques are the best
for delivering convenient, safe food at an affordable
price.

My Thoughts: Not only a truly innovative
processor, Raynor’s really was a dynamic and
friendly place to work. Everyone I met in the factory
had a smile on their faces and there was genuine
engagement with me and with Matthew as we went
around the business. Quality, innovative family food,
made with love.
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Key Recommendations

for example e-weighers to increase your packout rate. Consider automation, but also consider
paying your staff a good rate to do difficult jobs.
Make a competition out of it: provide incentives and
rewards.

For Consumers (that’s you and me):
•
Eat your vegetables (and fruit). Double the
quantity you normally would eat. Every day. Eat
them in front of your kids, your friends and your
work-mates. Try new vegetables and fruit. Find
new (simple) recipes. Consider eating meat-free
a few days a week. Find interesting gadgets to
make vegetables fun: novelty peelers, spiralisers,
mandolines, blenders, juicers. Add butter or olive oil.
Enjoy!

•
Take pictures, make videos and find
communication channels (websites, social media,
on-pack) to tell your customers about you and your
farm, your wonderful fresh produce, and how you
grow it (and how they can store and use it to best
advantage). Have a marketing and communication
budget. Double it.
•
Seriously investigate alternative channels for
getting your fresh produce to people: for example
combining it into veggy boxes, or meal kits, and
adding a subscription model and a sustainable
delivery system. Make it easy for people to get your
produce. Talk to local employers and schools about
supplying paid-for veggy boxes on a weekly basis.
Get an e-commerce website.

•
Don’t store your tomatoes in the fridge. Store
your apples in the fridge. Check out the right way to
store your vegetables and fruit (but better still: buy
them frequently and eat them soon).
•
Take your kids to farmers markets. Look out
for open days on local farms. Encourage local farms
to have open days.

•
If you need to add packaging, go out of your
way to ensure you select the most sustainable and
minimal packaging that adds consumer-relevant
benefits. Brand well, focusing on factors which have
resonance for specific consumers.

•
Install a veggy garden. If you live in a flat: look
into kits for growing things in small spaces using
hydroponics. Grow cress.
•
If you are an employer, provide free vegetables
and fruit for your staff to enjoy in their canteen. Find
local growers who can supply weekly veggy boxes
your staff can purchase. Change the coffee van
for a veggy van. Install a high-speed blender in the
canteen so staff can make smoothies. You get the
idea. One day a week, or a month, ask everyone to
bring a dish they’ve cooked in, and eat together at
lunch time.

•
Research the market potential, and the
production techniques for adding value to fresh
produce by making longer shelf-life, more complex
products that meet more consumer needs. As
above re packaging, and branding. Get help with
this if you need it. Be aware of the costs this will
involve, especially for marketing. Then double them.

For Processors (i.e. of more convenient, “addedvalue” products):

For Vegetable and Fruit Growers (i.e. of whole
produce):

•
Take innovation seriously: have a strategy, a
focus and a budget. Then double all of these!

•
Find exclusive varieties of fresh produce that
suit your soil type and business, but with the added
caveat of selecting ones that have meaningful
(i.e. appearance and taste) points of difference for
consumers.

•
Get the right people, empower them with
training and find innovative ways to inspire them.
•
If procuring fresh vegetables and fruit,
investigate and document the supply chain and
seek to control what you can to ensure that
only the best quality raw material comes in (but
don’t reject produce for unimportant reasons i.e.
appearance). Go as far as selecting the right/best
varieties, as these can have meaningful benefits for

•
Go through all your production systems and
find ways to improve efficiency even further; look
as much at reducing the quantity of out-grades
as you do at looking for ways to use them. Find
equipment that can make you even more efficient,
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For Government

your processed products (but you also need to find
varieties that suit the growing environment of your
suppliers).

•
Look again at the benefits of campaigns
to help promote healthy eating. Fund these: it’s
cheaper than health care. Make this cross-sectoral
and get everyone involved. One solution will not
fit all. Link healthy eating with other things people
value. Rise above the stick (“eat this much”, “eat
more”, “eat this”, and “don’t eat that”) and promote
the carrot (“enjoying time with family”, “enjoying
feeling great”, “enjoying time with friends”) more.

•
If you make processed foods like yoghurts,
breads and cakes: consider adding significant
quantities of fresh produce into your recipes. Make
contacts with local suppliers.
•
Consider the techniques you use for
processing: what is the simplest, most cost-effective
way of delivering quality food that’s safe to eat. If
you’re looking at new processing technology, ask
yourself this question: are the benefits meaningful
to my customers? Consider contract manufacture
to start the ball rolling. Start small and get bigger
equipment as demand allows.

•
At a regional level, look for how you can
help food and farming businesses connect up
more widely with each other, and with science, art,
education and tourism ventures.
•
Make more land for veggy gardens available:
for local groups and schools. Encourage
engagement between age groups: the older
community already eat their veggies!

For Retailers:
•
Promote enjoyment of fresh produce – not
just by reducing the price. Advertise it. Run cooking
classes in-store.

•
Take charge of the plastic packaging issue: set
standards for yourselves around using sustainable
options: provide healthy foods and sustainable
crockery for your meetings. Install more recycling
facilities; consider mandating on packaging.

•
Since fresh produce is the “engine room” for
your store: make it sing. Display it better, get your
suppliers and staff in-store talking about it, sampling
it and cooking with it. Tantalise your customers
using all their senses, especially sight, sound
and smell. Find interesting ways to ensure loose
produce is the best quality product.
•
Empower your suppliers and inspire your
customers with vibrant brands, great pictures and
grower stories and clever, sustainable packaging
(where required). Update the messages frequently.
•
Seriously question your standards to reduce
unnecessary rejections on the basis of things that
don’t really matter (like ‘ugly’ carrots). Consider
smaller, more local producers. Don’t expect all your
stores to stock the same range, nationally.
•
Seriously question your supply chains and
consider food miles and shelf-life requirements for
fresh produce. Is there a better way? Is what you
are doing sustainable? Sensible?
•
Get in first with pledges to reduce
unnecessary packaging and set the standards to
make things better.
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My Personal Journey

I

realised early on that my Churchill
Fellowship trip (looking at opportunities to
incorporate more vegetables and fruit into
value-added, convenient, healthy foods) made
interesting links with Sir Winston Churchill
himself, and with the history of the UK whilst
he was Prime Minister. It was during the
Second World War that people in Britain (and
elsewhere) were encouraged to grow their
own vegetables at home, to reduce waste, to
cook simple vegetable-based dishes (Woolton
Pie, for example) and to eat vegetables for
health. Marguerite Patten was commissioned
by the Ministry of Food to produce recipes
which were widely promoted and advertised,
as were the requirements to save and value
food; in fact, there were serious repercussions
for being seen to waste food. Food rationing
was in place, and this continued well into
the 1950’s. Canned and bottled foods were
heavily used, and people were trained in how
to preserve food; sometimes this was done on
a local level as a team activity.

Spence of Oxford University wrote in his book
Gastrophysics, that people would pay almost twice
the amount for a salad displayed in the form of a
Kandinsky artwork than they would for a plate of
salad simply displayed. Churchill also appreciated
good food:

“

“My idea of a good dinner
is, first to have good food,
and after this good food has
been elaborately discussed,
to discuss a good topic – with
me as chief conversationalist”
Winston Churchill

Churchill himself had a fabulous vegetable and
fruit garden at his home in Chartwell. He was a
keen builder of walls, probably finding something
therapeutic in the methodical activity of building
with bricks, and no doubt he would glean some
considerable satisfaction knowing that the walls
he built are still there. He was also an artist,
appreciating the nuances of light, colour, form and
flow. And although I am certainly no artist, I know
that people value art more than they value food
(but maybe only for
as long as they have
plenty of food to eat).
Turning food into art,
which is what people
are doing the world
over on Instagram,
is an important step
towards valuing it.
Professor Charles
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”

All the things that
Churchill knew,
appreciated, and
which were almost
defining for the
period of time
in British history
when he was in
power, are just
as relevant, and
may even be more
imperative, now.
In my opinion, we
need to get back
to basics: back
to growing our
food ourselves,
or at least more
locally. Back to
appreciating real
and simple food.
Hazel MacTavish-West in Winston
Back to simpler
preservation
procedures that work, and which have stood the
test of time, rather than looking for the next new
technology on the block. It may not be fashionable
to say these things, and it may mean the scientific
community excommunicate me, but I don’t think we
actually need more science around this. We need
more reality. The answers for our personal health
and the health of the world rely on us being more
connected to our food, and to where it comes from,
and that “where”, needs to be “here”.

Churchills Vegetable

I am in the business of (amongst other things)
helping vegetable producers add value to their
produce, and sometimes this means making
the vegetables more convenient (slicing, dicing,
adding other ingredients), or establishing export
opportunities for a perishable product. These
products require packaging for protection and
food safety reasons, and usually the packaging is
plastic. Sometimes the packaging is a way to add
communication messages which communicate
the story of the grower or the provenance of the
product (where it comes from) to consumers.
During my Churchill travels, by choice I generally
ate supermarket food, except on the few occasions
when I ate in a restaurant or with a family, and
sometimes in the latter case we ate a strange
combination of supermarket foods I had bought
that day to test drive, as it were. The amount of
recyclable plastics
I collected (and
recycled, where
possible) each
day was simply
obscene: plastic
water bottles,
yoghurt pots,
salad tubs and
inserts, mashed
potato trays
and even trays
in which whole
produce like
carrots, broccoli
and fruit had sat
in.

a field. That if it
must be processed,
that it’s done in a
way that minimises
single use plastics:
perhaps in the
future this may
be done in-store
and packed in a
cardboard tray
or into your own
re-usable tub
to enable you
to take it home.
Markets and other opportunities for people to buy
fresh, local seasonal produce need support and
encouragement. Retailing frozen vegetables could
occur alongside fresh in our supermarkets, so that
people find the option that suits them and don’t
forget about the frozen option, or devalue it because
it’s not with the fresh version.
I believe that contrary to what some producers
think, there are still new vegetables that could be
investigated and developed for our multicultural
local markets and our export opportunities. Given
the wonderful companies breeding and selecting
new vegetable varieties out there, we could also
develop specific varieties that are more suited to
our environment and our products and consumers.
More radicchio and other bitter-tasting leafy greens
(and reds) like chicory, and puntarella, because these
vegetables have many benefits, both in terms of
flavour and health. Less sweetness, more goodness.
And contrary to what many people say, I simply
don’t believe vegetables need to be cheap. I really
don’t think price is a factor for people not eating

I have returned
from my trip
convinced that
garden
we need to find
better ways for us,
for our growers,
and for the environment, for growing, processing,
selling, buying, cooking with and eating vegetables.
We need more focus on cooking and empowering
people to want to (and to know how to) simply
eat and enjoy vegetables. We need to alter our
production, processing and retailing strategies
so that produce is grown close to market not
transported half the way across Australia, even if that
means it’s produced in a plant factory rather than
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them, there are
so many other
confounding
issues. We need
to value food, and
the real and present
costs that go into
producing them.
On a more
personal note, and
in a nutshell: I
have come back
determined to cook
and eat more simply. And to grow more of my
own food. To use just a few different ingredients
in soups, on pizzas and in salads rather than a cast
of thousands, and to keep the flavour profile pure
and simple. Just a few sprigs of one herb rather
than chilli, garlic, turmeric, paprika or coriander
dominating everything, for example. Salads dressed
with good quality extra virgin olive oil and just a
splash of good balsamic vinegar (or maybe just olive
oil). I still don’t know how on earth the Italians eat
what they do and look so slim, but one thing they
were clear about was this: three meals a day. No
snacks. Apart from gelato. I don’t think that rule
applies to gelato.
Every aspect of my Churchill Fellowship was bigger,
involved more, and simply had greater impact on
my life than I could possibly have imagined. I am
only 7 weeks back from my trip as I write this, and at
the moment my feelings are still of mental, physical
and emotional exhaustion. I completely believe
and expect that, once fully recovered and looking
back on it in the fullness of time, I will appreciate
my trip as the watershed it feels like it could be, for
my personal growth, for my career, and for my life.
And I aim to give back as much as possible, in the
process. Thank you for this opportunity.

““ ”
”
Appropriately, I will end my report with a few words
from Sir Winston Churchill. His comments kept me
going, I will be honest.

“When you are going through
hell. Keep going”.
and

“Never give in – never, never,
never, never, in nothing great
or small, large or petty, never
give in except to convictions
of honour and good sense”.

Thank you for reading. More info by contacting me
hazel@mactavishwest.com.au

84
Hazel MacTavish-West Churchill Fellowship Report July 2018

References and Useful Links

Bell, L., Methven, L., Wagstaff, C., 2017. The influence of phytochemical composition and resulting
sensory attributes on preference for salad rocket (Eruca sativa) accessions by consumers of varying
TAS2R38 diplotype. Food Chemistry 222: pp 6-17.

Spence, Charles, 2018. Gastrophysics. The New Science of Eating. Penguin.

www.fdin.org.uk
A great network of experts and events to keep you ahead in food innovation. London-based.

www.foodfoundation.org.uk
check it out for its energy, activity and resources.

www.yourowntour.it
Contact Cecilia Alderighi for all your bespoke travel requirements in the Emilia Reggiano part of Italy
(just say Hazel recommended her)

The VegDoctor’s Odyssey
My Churchill Fellowship: Investigated opportunities to incorporate more vegetables and fruit into
value-added, convenient, healthy foods.
My study tour: Spanned five countries (mid-March to mid-May, 2018), and reviewed companies
throughout the entire supply chain from seed breeders to producers and processors, from retailers
with consumers in mind to research and support companies, with a bit of agri-tourism thrown in.
In summary: As the trip evolved, it became evident that I was receiving unexpected but consistent
answers to some of my questions, especially around things like waste, shelf-life, packaging,
production efficiency, retailing and how we communicate about vegetables. This shifted my
thinking.
Key take-outs: The vegetable and fruit industry supply the food groups we all need to be eating
more of. They are doing a great job of developing and finding new, better varieties to grow, with
meaningful characteristics for us (how they look, taste and how we can use them). Food trends are
moving in the direction of more “plant-based” eating, which is a great opportunity. There are new
ways to get fresh produce and meal kit solutions to people: these are worth investigating. Adding
further value is about focusing on the strengths and quality of the core produce, and selecting
sensible food technology solutions, that deliver quality food, safely and at an acceptable price.
Food packaging is evolving rapidly and is a key area for focus; government legislation may be
required for real change. Retailers can take a strong lead in helping people value fresh produce:
improving how it’s displayed, engaged with and promoted (not just on price). Supply chains need
to be more local, opening up opportunities for smaller producers and reducing food miles and
packaging. Cross-sectoral approaches for promotion of healthy eating and enjoying vegetables and
fruits are required. Since the whole of society will benefit from this, all players should contribute.
I believe the message should be “less stick, and more carrot”. Connecting people with primary
production needs to improve, at all levels.

Thank you for this opportunity.

Dr Hazel MacTavish-West (VegDoctor)

July, 2018.

