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Balanced business development — large-scale 
external investments do not guarantee success

The following case study examines the business 
performance of three companies who produce 
food for distribution to domestic and international 
consumers. The three companies analysed are 
Blue Stripe Meats, ProForm Foods and Darwin 
Prawns. All three have had varying but significant 
external investment, have taken on significant 
technology and process innovation and had the 
chance to be extremely successful.  

However, all have had an imbalanced focus 
on different parts of the business, reflected 
in business models with too much of certain 
things and not enough of others. Furthermore, 
too little focus was placed on using a balanced 
approach to developing business capabilities. 
The exciting innovation and investment fuelled 
capabilities these businesses developed masked 
other critical capability inputs needed for 
business success. If they had taken a broader, 
more critical view of their operations, paying 
attention to growing their sales income, their 

process innovation might have progressed a 
more slowly but it would have placed them in a 
more competitive position. Innovations would 
have been supported to achieve highly profitable 
market penetration. 

“When you’re in the hustle of the winning innovation, it’s 
harder than it looks to step back and consider other factors 
that seem less important.”
Investor and business manager

The following will analyse how the companies 
approached their business development and how 
they could have altered their approach to achieve 
sustained growth. 
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Blue Stripe Meats: value-adding retail-ready beef 
cuts at the plant

Key lesson: Do not focus on one area of business at the expense of the others; failure in one area can 
mean failure in all areas.

Developing the business model
The Australian red meat industry connects with 
consumers in more than 100 countries, with 
exports representing over 60% of the industry’s 
production. This strong connection enables 
Australian producers to gain a deep understanding 
of international consumer preferences. These 
insights help Australian red meat to remain relevant 
and highly competitive in the global protein trade.  

An increasing number of companies and 
industries, including the Australian red meat 
industry, are using data and consumer insights to 
understand demand, set objectives and develop 
a strategy. This means that supply-driven 
‘production-first’ thinking is being replaced with 
demand-driven ‘consumer-first’ thinking among 
these global businesses.

Blue Stripe Meats was a company based in 
Tamworth, a region in the north-east of New 
South Wales, operating in the early to mid-
2000s. Tamworth is home to several beef 
processors, due to its proximity to some of the 
best grazing land and beef genetics in Australia. 
Halfway between Sydney and Brisbane seemed 
an ideal location to develop a premium beef 
business with a twist. The emerging trend for 
high-quality steaks direct from “paddock to 
plate” was leading to increasing demand for a 
premium product. 

Seed thoughts taking shape
A group of four producers were disgruntled with 
watching the livestock they invested their hearts, 
hands and livelihoods into leaving the farm gate 
to who knows where. Furthermore, the fluctuating 
market for commodity meat, albeit some of the 
best-bred livestock in Australia, didn’t seem to fit 
with the effort they were putting into the quality of 
the product. One of the investors was a leading 

cattle breeder and knew the quality of their 
product. Another had been the livestock buyer in 
a large meat processor and knew the averaging of 
quality levels that had to happen in plants to meet 
customer orders. They knew plenty of consumers 
that loved their meat. If only they could connect 
their product through to the end consumer, they’d 
be able to guarantee a perfect eating experience. 
Surely the establishment of a vertical chain and 
consumer-facing brand would help them realise 
more value for their product, and so a proprietary 
limited company was established in 2001.

The initial premise for starting the business was 
constructed around controlling the supply chain 
from cattle production through to delivery to the 
end consumer. This would allow them to control 
the value-adding process across the entire 
supply chain, including the links to producers, 
feedlots, and service kill arrangements. The 
investors in the business would supply livestock 
from their livestock production herds. They made 
a modest investment to obtain a leased abattoir 
with small volumes of production to sell to local 
butchers’ shops. 

Blue Stripe Meats decided to place a heavy 
business focus on the premiumisation of beef, 
where every muscle in the beef carcase would be 
value-added, enabling it to charge higher prices 
for its product, due to higher product quality 
and consistency. This would be a consumer-
first approach, where the cut quality focused 
on consumer desire for an enjoyable dining 
experience. The presentation of a new “steak” 
in a way that no one else was doing gave Blue 
Stripe Meats a point of difference in addition to 
the enhanced quality.  Meat Standards Australia 
had begun to classify specific muscles within 
a primal (rump, for example, has six different 
muscles, all with different cooking and eating 
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Case Study: Mountain Milk Co-operative 4

properties in Figure 1). Blue Stripe was one of the 
first companies to apply this new approach. 

The process of value-adding to cuts of meat is 
very common now; pulled beef and sous vide 
cooked products are some examples of value-
adding to cuts. However, in the early 2000s when 
Blue Stripe Meats was operating, value-adding 
was not a common focus for a beef processor. 
The fact that Blue Stripe Meats was willing to 
hinge its whole business process on value-
adding to cuts from the entire carcase shows a 
high level of innovative thinking. This idea had the 
potential to revolutionise industry practices and 
standards, where processors would have access 
to previously untapped margins by value-adding 
to cuts of meat at the plant. 

“We consider meat in the raw form as a rough diamond. 
We’re going to be cutting and polishing it.”
Blue Stripe Meats Partner 

Initially, the scope of the operation was small, 
despite the strength of the value proposition. 
When a wealthy property developer who was 
also involved in beef breeding saw what it was 
doing, he believed the potential for the operation 
was much larger than the current scale of 
production. He offered a large investment to 

scale up production, increase supply efficiency 
and capitalise on the size of the opportunity the 
value proposition. 

However, there were several challenges to 
overcome. One of these was the time-consuming 
nature of seaming or breaking beef into specific 
muscle groups. This would limit throughput 
and constrain Blue Stripe Meats’ access to 
partnerships. Lower volumes would potentially 
mean less total revenue; as a result, the gross 
profit margin requirements would be higher to 
maintain a sustainable operation. Value-adding 
is a highly involved, complex process, and thus 
old or poorly functioning technology would not 
be well suited. Also, Blue Stripe Meats had not 
yet developed its operational processes or sales 
to the point that would accommodate rapid 
business growth. 

Despite these challenges, Blue Stripe Meats 
was confident in the potential of the business. 
Value-adding the entire carcase would present 
a large opportunity to develop and market Blue 
Stripe Meats as a premium brand, which would 
be attractive not just for high-end domestic 
restaurants, but also for premium market 
segments internationally. Blue Stripe Meats 
knew that scaling production would enable 

Figure 1.  MSA Muscle 
seaming by cooking 
and eating quality — 
published several years 
after Blue Stripe initially 
applied the MSA learnings
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Cooking Method Display and Cooking Technique Advice

Products that are displayed with this
symbol are suitable for Pan Fry or Grill
(BBQ). The product when prepared
must be sliced between 21mm and
25mm thick.

Products that are displayed with this symbol are
suitable for Roasting. The degree of doneness
can be measured by the internal temperature eg:

Rare =  35
o

C
Medium rare =  45

o

C
Medium =  55

o

C

GRILL

ROAST

Products that are displayed with this symbol
should be cooked in a sauce or gravy on low
heat for approximately 2 hours. The product
is prepared in 20mm cubes.

Products that are displayed with this symbol
should be prepared by cutting the product
2mm thin. The best result for this is to chill
the product and cut on a slicing wheel.
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Once the roast has been removed from the
oven allow to rest for 10 minutes.

Medium well =  65
o

C
Well done =  75
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C

Products that are displayed with this
symbol are prepared into strips and
should be approximately 6mm in width
and depth, and approximately 75mm
in length.
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access to more lucrative export markets like 
Korea and Japan. The strategy was first to build 
the domestic premium foodservice market and 
boutique food retailers, then diversify into exports 
for select cuts after stabilising the domestic 
market. The export targets were set at 15% of 
sales after Year 3.

Blue Stripe Meats enthusiastically proceeded 
with the investment. The investment was used 
to support the development of a $3.5 million 
facility in Westdale, located in the western part 
of the Tamworth region. The construction of the 
facility was completed by the end of 20031. It had 
developed a state-of-the-art processing factory 
that allowed it to process red meat to more 
intricate cutting presentations that aligned with its 
premium brand position.

While Blue Stripe Meats was developing the 
large-scale plant, it continued to craft its value 
proposition through the operation of a pilot plant 
that processed product and sent it for trialling in 
two outlets in Sydney and one in Brisbane. 

The Westdale facility had a full production 
capacity capable of turning more than 400 
carcases a week, which would translate to 
approximately 19 tonnes of retail-ready primary 
beef cuts (i.e. eye fillet, porterhouse), and 
approximately 85 tonnes of beef product in total. 
This facility was expected to employ 30 to 35 
workers between 2004 and 2006, with a long 
term expectation of 100 workers, should the 
business growth reach the forecasted targets. 

Focusing on the brand — what about production 
and sales?
The facility Blue Stripe Meats had built was 
operating as expected. Production was 
streamlined, and it had access to a steady 
livestock supply. This livestock was known for 
its quality, and the product input Blue Stripe 
Meats received was reflected in the superior 
quality of its finished product output. It had 

1 The Northern Daily Leader, 2003. Blue Stripe stakes a claim on beef world. [Online] Available at: www.northerndailyleader.com.au/
story/1100661/blue-stripe-stakes-a-claim-on-beef-world [Accessed 16 April 2019].

obtained market access to some of the high-end 
restaurants in Sydney and had begun to access 
markets in Korea for specific bone-in products. 

Blue Stripe Meats could see how well it was 
performing operationally. While there was room 
for additional sales, it believed that its brand 
development would see new premium markets 
unlocked soon. Accordingly, the business 
continued to focus on further developing its 
brand to create an improved product story 
aligned with its value proposition. 

Some of the distribution challenges the business 
faced were constricting its growth. Blue Stripe 
Meats faced small orders due to its premium 
product prices and selling into traditional meat 
wholesale channels did not provide it with 
access to prices that reflected its product value. 

Example of Blue Stripe Meats product served at a premium 
Japanese restaurant.
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The processing costs of its product meant that 
distributors struggled to compete on price. 
Premium market channels require a longer 
and more involved sales process, as price 
and volume aren’t the key considerations in 
these channels. While Blue Stripe Meats had a 
strong value proposition, it failed to commit the 
resources required to achieve sales traction. 

The investment should have helped the company 
build out each critical business capability. 
Sustainable sales and distribution channels 
should have been developed to support the 
process innovation and volume of product that 
Blue Stripe Meats was processing. But instead, 
the investment acted as a mask that covered 
the lack of balanced business building and 
allowed the young company to focus on exciting 
things like further technology, product and 
brand development. 

Blue Stripe Meats’ technological capability 
ensured continued efficiency on the supply 
side. It continued to receive the expected 
volumes of beef and throughput continued to 
meet the performance measures expected. The 
business had also developed a range of brand 

Example of Marketing Document, Blue Stripe Meats Brand and Processing Line.

development and marketing documents that 
would enable it to communicate the premium 
quality of its retail-ready beef cuts. 

Despite this, sales channels were still not 
developed to the point that sales would deliver 
an adequate cash flow.  Blue Stripe Meats’ 
business-to-business understanding was 
developed, in that it was aware of the desirability 
of its product offering and knew that it would 
cater to premium market channels. However, it 
was also limited because the company did not 
fully understand the need for selling beyond the 
brand. Its highly developed story would enable 
it to sell effectively, but it would not create sales 
by itself. This was a gap in Blue Stripe Meats’ 
understanding that caused its demand to remain 
insufficient to meet supply.

The business continued to produce at a rate 
that was in surplus of demand, leading to it 
discarding highly processed premium product 
at discounted rates. The business operated at a 
loss, even though its operational efficiency on the 
supply side and the value of the product it was 
processing were high. 

Quality Meat
Direct From The Grower

Restaurant Quality

Expertly Trimmed

Conveniently Packed

Naturally Grown

www.bluestripe.com.au

NEC
K

CHUCK

BLADE

RIB

BRISKET

SHANK

FLANK

SIRLOIN
RUMP

KNUCKLE

SHANK

O
U

TS
ID

E

A new Blue Stripe cut, Oyster Medallion promises all the flavour, texture and tenderness of the 
original oyster blade – without the unsavoury gristle vein. By removing the gristle, Blue Stripe has 
elevated this underrated steak to new heights of taste and tenderness. Marbled and finely 
textured, Oyster Medallion has a sweet fullness of flavour that is characteristic of muscles cut from 
close to the bone. 

Oyster Medallion
BBQ      GRILL

Specification

•170g average portion of 25mm 
thickness

•Well marbled

•Grainy texture

•Rich flavour

•Bonded

•Accurate portioning = accurate 
budgeting

•All portions vacuum-sealed

•2 portions per standard pack 
(variations available)

•8 week shelf life if stored at less 
than 4 degrees Celcius

•Product improves with Pack 
ageing 

•(To dissipate the bag odour 
resulting from pack ageing, air 
meat prior to cooking).

www.bluestripe.com.au

Oyster Blade

Price Per Kg $19:00
Average portion price $3:25
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Retail-ready cuts delivered 
from the plant.

Despite these setbacks, Blue Stripe Meats had a 
strong relationship with its small customer base 
who were very satisfied with the product it was 
receiving; the company knew that its business 
model still had significant long-term potential. 

To keep the business operating with the belief 
that it would soon reach a state of profitability, 
Blue Stripe Meats considered a few other 
investors and received a second round of 
investment from two additional external funders. 
These investors also brought expertise that 
seemed to complement the business. One 
investor had worked in a high-quality boning 
room in Sydney and had access to many 
customers from their previous employment. 
These investors also sought to grow the business 
through mobile sales, working full time in Sydney 
with a refrigerated van. 

Another investor owned several aged care 
facilities which allowed Blue Stripe to develop 
meals for the aged care sector. These 
investments enabled the company to continue 
its operations, expecting its superior product 
value proposition would soon achieve successful 
market penetration. 

Key lessons learnt

1.  Blue Stripe Meats had a stake in both innovating down the cost curve and innovating up the customer value 
curve. It had streamlined production processes, better technology, common standards, quality and a market 
focus (selling product to high-end foodservice channels).  But it did not focus these initiatives in the right 
areas to create the type of value that was required to compete.

2.  Despite its obvious technological capabilities and process advantages, Blue Stripe Meats’ efficiency on 
the supply side of production was detrimental to the business. Because it was processing product at 
volumes that significantly exceeded demand, it had to discard much of the premium product at a significant 
discount, incurring a variable cost loss that could have been avoided through better awareness of its access 
to demand. The company’s original premise for existence was to value add the livestock from its producer 
base. It was placing livestock in feedlots well in advance of sales. This emphasises the importance of 
businesses finding the balance between supply and demand. Excessive supply is not sustainable when 
coupled with underdeveloped demand. Business processes and sales processes are both important points 
of development for businesses; neither should be neglected. 

3.  Blue Stripe Meats’ brand development would have been a useful supplement to its sales strategy, but it was 
not a replacement for a well tuned high performance sales process.

Despite these additional connections, Blue Stripe 
Meats still lacked focus in targeting markets 
that would enable it to sell its product at the 
premium price point required. The company 
had not adapted its business focus to reflect 
the understanding that business success is 
dependent on both the supply side and the 
demand side. There was sustained focus on 
brand development and technological superiority 
and insufficient attention towards business-
to-business connections and appropriately 
targeted market penetration strategies. This lack 
of strategic awareness and connection to other 
businesses along the value chain eventually 
resulted in closure. 
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ProForm Foods: utilising the value-adding 
capabilities of High Moisture Extrusion Cooking 
(HMEC) technology

Key lesson:  ground-breaking technology does not necessarily translate to business growth.

Developing the business model
One of the most historically underutilised parts of 
a red meat animal carcass is the trim left on the 
bone during processing which is then rendered. 
Traditionally, this has been used for meat and 
bone meal, generating little value. Advancements 
in mechanically deboned meat (MDM), also 
called mechanically separated meat (MSM), 
have enabled this product to be captured as a 
low-value trim. However, MDM has no muscle 
structure, limiting its application. As a result, 
MDM has a low value and a limited return on 
investment on the equipment. 

ProForm Foods, a company focused on food 
technology innovations, identified this issue 
and set out to develop technology that would 
turn MDM from ‘little-used’ into ‘added value’. 
In 2010, it formed a collaboration partnership 
with Meat and Livestock Australia (MLA), 
focusing on the development of technology that 
could potentially add value to trim. It created 
a proprietary high moisture extrusion cooking 

(HMEC) process with the capability of turning 
underutilised, low-value trim into fully cooked 
products. Effectively, the technology uses meat 
that has no structure and texture, and by an 
extrusion process adds texture back into the 
meat. This product is then used in many value-
adding ways, such as in ready meals, sandwich 
fillings and jerky.

The cost-benefit analysis of the opportunity 
this technology presented suggested highly 
profitable results. The net present value (NPV) for 
ProForm was forecasted to be $316 million, with 
a payback period of 2.1 years, and a whole of 
supply chain NPV of $818 million for a payback 
period of 1.3 years. In terms of getting a return 
on investment, ProForm hit the nail on the head.

Clarifying the value proposition
To create a more attractive business opportunity 
for potential investors, ProForm sought to 
clarify the value propositions that the HMEC 
system presented across the entire supply 
chain. The HMEC system would potentially 
increase the value generated per carcase in the 
following ways:

• Increase the volume and value of MDM 
currently produced

• Increase the value of trim which fails the 
O157 and non-O157 E. coli tests

• Increase the value of offal suitable for 
nutritional human consumption and high-
value pet treat products

• Increased market penetration in foodservice 
and retail markets to capture share from pork 
and poultry products

• Incremental sales of new redmeat products 
in the health and nutritional markets
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Quantifying the net present value that these 
value propositions would create was calculated 
to be upwards of $300 million for both abattoirs 
and ProForm. The NPV for export customers 
was also extremely lucrative at approximately 
$176 million. Accordingly, the justifiable benefit 
that ProForm had identified through the market 
research undertaken would provide them with a 
springboard for penetrating export markets and 
thus allow them to gain access to a variety of 
market channels. 

The adaptable capabilities of the technology 
enabled a flexible business model. Using HMEC 
technology, ProForm could create products 
desirable to several different markets. 

A sample of the market segments ProForm could 
supply product to include:

• Seniors and children — nutritional, vitamin-
fortified snacks

• High-value pet food

• Ready meals

• Sandwich meats

• High-value shelf-stable beef snacks

• Retail cook-ready products

The common denominator of these market 
segments is that they are all high value per 
kilogram products that utilise normal low-value 
trim in a value-added way. HMEC transforms 
MDM into a product with muscle fibre and tissue; 
companies could now utilise MDM in ways 
they couldn’t before. The reconstituted MDM is 
perceived as higher quality due to its texture. It 
also provides companies with a lower-cost raw 
material than normal trimmings. ProForm could 
revolutionise quality expectations of trim based 
products while supplying this product at a lower 
cost than current commercial alternatives like 
Indian buffalo.

The characteristics that HMEC creates could 
enable ProForm to set a stable market price 
for MDM. Meat processors could sell MDM to 
ProForm at a stable price, which would increase 
their confidence to recover MDM from the 
carcase that may previously have discarded 
as waste. 

This had the potential to benefit the entire supply 
chain. In the first stage of commercialisation, 
processors could sell MDM directly to ProForm 
at a stable price, who would then enhance 

Processing results of HMEC and examples of end applications.
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the quality of the raw material using the 
HMEC process. The MDM is pre-processed 
to standardise the raw material, which then 
undergoes the extrusion process to develop 
texture and retain flavour, producing a low-
cost beef product in various value-added 
food formats. 

Once a target volume of raw material was 
achieved, there was an opportunity to 
standardise raw material at the processing plant 
to increase the price processors could obtain 
and increase the efficiency at the ProForm plant. 
While this was an option outside a plant’s core 
business model, this was an opportunity for 
plants to develop a new pre-processing business 
that could lead to other high-value HMEC 
products from trim. This would benefit both 
processors and ProForm.

Committing to business success
In response to the opportunity that HMEC 
technology presented, an investor who had 
significant experience in the grain industry funded 
ProForm’s prototype factory. ProForm developed 
a comprehensive commercialisation approach 
for the HMEC technology in partnership with 
MLA Donor Company. Several different licensing, 
sales commission and distribution models 
were considered before the construction of a 
pilot plant. 

In 2013, ProForm Gourmet Pty Ltd 
commissioned the construction of a $10 million 
pilot plant to be built in Sydney, NSW. The plant 
could produce volumes of up to 3000 tonnes 
of ProForm Foods’ High Moisture Extrusion 
Cooking (PHMC) red meat products annually. The 
purpose of the pilot plant was to demonstrate 
commercial production for would-be investors or 
multinationals looking to license the process in 
larger production systems. The product was then 
used to further explore the market opportunities 
the HMEC value-adding technology presented.

ProForm continued to focus on developing the 
technology as its factory was built. Its approach 
to maximising its business potential was to focus 

on increasing the capability and adaptability 
of its technology to provide a competitive 
advantage over other value-added protein 
sources. This ‘inventor mindset’ is seen in ‘start-
up culture’ today, where start-ups focus on the 
technology as the future of the company, seeking 
to constantly introduce new iterations and 
improvements to fuel company growth. ProForm 
was also continually improving its ability to create 
value-added products, introducing a larger 
product mix and streamlining its processes. 
During this phase of its operational development, 
the company continued to identify possible 
applications of its technology for various markets. 

Building long-term sales relationships was a 
key aspect of the ProForm business model. 
The typical form of commodity trading revolves 
around asking for the price and volume of the 
commodity, and then making a buy or reject 
decision. This form of trading is standard for raw 
trim products. 

However, for higher value product that provides 
a different value proposition to the standard 
commercial product, it’s important to build a solid 
long-term relationship with key partners to ensure 
a clear understanding of the value proposition. 
Additionally, a more complex production process 
(involving multiple ingredients with interactions 
around taste, moisture-holding content and 
minimal yield loss) and product meant that 
ProForm had more to communicate. Therefore, 
more sales involvement was required to work 
with customers and explore the benefits of 
PHMC products as an innovative alternative to 
commodity trim.

A key market demonstrating the importance of 
long term sales relationships is the Philippines. 
Traditional commodity protein products such 
as corned beef and sausage products sold in 
the Philippines use low-quality buffalo meat, 
which results in high cook-loss and a lack of 
texture. ProForm identified the suitability of beef 
processed by HMEC technology as a potentially 
lower cost but higher quality alternative to buffalo 
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meat, or as an additive to improve the texture of 
buffalo based products. 

While Indian buffalo is lower cost as a raw 
material (offshore cost of approximately $3.56/kg, 
compared to PHMC beef at $4.88/kg), it has 
high yield loss (around 37%) and requires more 
processing. The net benefit of PHMC beef is 
$1.64/kg. However, a commodity trim buyer 
would not recognise this benefit in a face value 
approximation of the raw material value. 

Sales relationships that required higher 
involvement were key to the success of 
ProForm’s PHMC products. By developing those 
relationships in key markets, ProForm could gain 
market share by offering a higher quality product 
at a lower total cost to the supply chain. 

Innovation for product extensions and market 
diversification was at the heart of ProForm’s 
activities. Being a science-based team, they were 
always looking to build from their technical food 
science-based skill sets, ensuring that ProForm’s 
technological capability continued to develop 
and expand into new applications and improved 
iterations of current applications. 

2 Goldsby, M., Kuratko, D. & Marvel, M., 2018. Design Centred Entrepreneurship: A Four-Stage Iterative Process for Opportunity 
Development. Journal of Small Business and Entrepreneurship, 29(6), pp. 447–490.

However, an over-emphasis on the technical 
development of its PHMC technology led to 
underdevelopment of market opportunities 
and solid sales relationships. When it came 
to the commercialisation of its technology for 
processing and selling the actual product, 
it needed to address the company’s 
underdeveloped sales component of its 
business model. 

Desirability, feasibility and viability are three of 
the key characteristics of a successful business 
model2 (Figure 2). They centre around the 
following propositions:

1. Desirability: Do people want it?

2. Feasibility: Can we make it?

3. Viability: Does it provide us with a sustainable 
economic benefit?

ProForm had placed some focus on the 
desirability of its technology. The cost-benefit 
analysis it had carried out showed that 
economically, the entire supply chain would 
receive significant benefit from the product it 
could create. 

Examples of corned 
beef products sold 
in the Philippines 
— improved texture 
through HMEC 
additives.
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The company’s key point of focus had been 
on developing its technology; improving 
its processing efficiency and enabling new 
applications. It had proved the ‘Can we make 
it?’ feasibility and then some. It had believed 
that continuous improvement of the technology 
would lead to further market opportunities and 
may potentially increase the value its technology 
would offer to the whole supply chain. 

The work ProForm was doing was increasing 
the strength of its value proposition. However, 
its focus on technology resulted in an 
underdeveloped focus on the viability of its 
value proposition. The business had not 
developed sales channels.  ProForm’s emphasis 
on streamlining its operational focus limited 
its market focus and conversion of leads into 

Key lessons learnt

1.  This case identified the business truth that innovative technology development and a strong product value 
proposition do not automatically translate to sales and profitability. ProForm has consistently developed 
better technology for creating value out of low-value cuts. However, only by addressing its lack of market 
focus, could it begin to grow sales and scale distribution. 

2.  The type of product it was producing required close sales. Transactional sales models based on spot price 
were not appropriate for the product. The company’s focus needed to shift towards building deep client-
based sales relationships.

Desirability Feasibility Viability

ProForm’s focus on the three business model characteristics 

Figure 2.  Framework of 
ProForm’s relative focus on the 
desirability, feasibility and viability 
of its business model

commercial sales. There was a significant gap 
between the production-oriented side of the 
business and the sales side of the business. 
The company neglected to establish a 
sales capability.

As with Blue Stripe Meats, ProForm had a 
significant business opportunity due to consistent 
innovation and superior technology, but a lack 
of sales momentum and market focus led to 
business failure.

Eventually, it managed to establish a growing 
and sustainable market position through shifting 
its focus towards sales. In doing so, it began the 
journey of commercialisation. There remains an 
opportunity for a larger multinational company to 
license the technology and build a larger factory. 
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Darwin Prawns: using technology to power 
production

Key lesson: All the capital investment in the world can’t make up for a struggle to supply. 

3 Department of Agriculture, 2015. Australia’s Seafood Trade, Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

4 Australian Prawn Farmers Association, 2014. Submission to issues paper released 22nd July 2014 from Australian Prawn Farmers 
Association (APFA)., Brisbane: Australian Prawn Farmers Association.

5 Body, A, 2001. Prawn Farm Revolution in NT [Interview] (1 December 2001).

Developing the business model
For several years, a producer had the idea of 
developing a prawn farm in Darwin with process 
improvement and breeding efficiency boosting 
the bottom line. Key factors indicating the 
business potential of this undertaking included 
better geographical location than on the eastern 
coast, access to cheaper land for smaller initial 
capital investment, and the ability to harvest two 
prawn crops a year as opposed to southern 
regions that typically only harvest once. This 
would essentially double the profitability potential 
of the business and would also offer greater 
adaptability to international buyers; Asian 
importers would be likely to favour the year-round 
fresher produce that Darwin Prawns could offer 
them and would be willing to offer a higher price 
than Australian consumers.

“Australia differs from many other developed countries in 
that a significant proportion of Australian product, which 
could otherwise supply the domestic market, is sold to 
export markets due to price. These products are generally 
still available in Australia, but Australian consumers are 
often unwilling to pay as high a price as export markets for 
the volumes produced.” 
Australian Government Department of Agriculture3  

Other advantages included closer access to 
breeding stock which involves trawling females 
from Papua New Guinea and potential to set 
up cheaper transportation routes for exporting 
product, with an emphasis on targeting the 
increasing demand in South East Asia. With the 
focus set on penetrating export markets, these 
business advantages could allow the business to 
become competitive based on its fresher product 
and lower costs. 

Transport access and location are key for “getting product 
to market in a cost-effective manner.” 

Australian Prawn Farmers Association4 

Adam Body of the Berry Spring Prawn Farm 
in Darwin spoke in a 2001 interview about 
the challenges and opportunities facing 
prawn farmers in the Northern Territory, and 
the following excerpt provides some key 
understanding of those:

The feedback when they reach the market has 
been pretty good.

“Just speaking for our product, coming off this farm, we 
are trying to raise brand name awareness, for our product, 
try and re-jig the label a bit, and we try to be as honest as 
possible when we say this is this size, these weights and we 
try and be as accurate as possible and I think the market 
appreciates that, appreciates getting product that they can 
say what is in that box is what it says in the label and that 
does reflect in the prices we get.”

Transport is always an issue, but at the moment 
even more so.

“The flexibility that we did have in being able to send 
product in the aeroplane, we’ve lost that. It was very 
difficult here anyway here in the NT because of cold storage 
capacity, getting space on planes always been a problem, 
its always working out a bottleneck, with production that we 
have had in the past we have run into problems, but now 
with the Ansett collapse we have had to re-jig, rethink our 
harvest for this particular harvest this year and that means, 
sending a much larger volume in a shorter time putting it on 
a truck to make a truckload if you like and get it down the 
market and do all that so we don’t compromise quality”.5  
(Body, 2001)
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The transport routes that Darwin Prawns 
had access to would negate some of these 
difficulties and ensure better product freshness. 
Its expected twice-yearly harvest would also 
benefit through year-round consumer exposure 
to the brand name and increase the number of 
opportunities the business would have to reflect 
the quality of its brand in its product.

Darwin Prawns believed 
these advantages would 
be met favourably by 
international markets, 
principally Asia, which 
accounted for approximately 
$113 million in Australian 
prawn exports in both 2015–
16 and 2016–17. Prawn 
markets in Asia were offering 
premium prices for prawns 
of the quality that Darwin 
Prawns would produce. 
Additionally, broader market 
opportunities overseas 
would provide Darwin 
Prawns with the opportunity 
to create a premium 
prawn brand.

If the demand in Asian 
export markets proved 
unable to accommodate the 
production levels of Darwin Prawns, Australia’s 
domestic demand required an annual import 
volume averaging $421 million between 2012–13 
and 2016–17. These statistics proved that 
domestic demand would allow the sale of any 
remaining product volume. 

Committing to business success
The business proposition was attractive, and 
Darwin Prawns received a significant investment 
from an external company to make the initial 
business concept a much larger undertaking. As 
a result, it committed to building a much larger 
operation from the outset. The company split 
the project into a two-stage development over 

five years. Before the proposed construction 
took place, environmental impact reports were 
undertaken, which concluded that the overall 
environmental cost of the project would be minor 
and, in some cases, positive. 

The first stage of the project involved the 
construction of 22 production ponds with a total 
area of 27 hectares, and the second stage of 

the project would involve a 
full-scale development of 93 
production ponds, covering 
115 hectares. Concurrent 
construction of freshwater 
dams, saltwater supply 
channels and exchange 
water treatment ponds was 
planned.

While constructing Stage 
1 of the project, Darwin 
Prawns installed the 
latest technology to help 
regulate the fragile breeding 
environment prawns require, 
enhance water treatment 
and water quality and 
developed capabilities 
allowing it to monitor the 
entire farm environment. 

The Island Fresh Seafoods 
brand was having success 

in developing markets for high-value Australian 
prawns into Asia at this time. Buyers from several 
of the potential Japanese customers were 
brought to the farm, and preliminary discussions 
around supply to these growing markets for the 
farm’s first crop was discussed. This proved 
that exporting should be a key part of the 
business proposition. 

Stage 1 of the business operation was set up, 
with access to distribution channels and a market 
focus on premium channels in Asia. The only 
thing left was to deliver.  

Examples of vacuum-packed and chilled Northern 
Territory prawns.
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Market access and innovative operation — what 
about production?
Despite the preparation, scale and strong 
access to technology and investment, Darwin 
Prawns could not generate a prawn crop soon 
enough. There were issues with breeding the 
prawns, which were multiplied by the difficulties 
in controlling the environment. The company’s 
failure to pilot the prawn production on a smaller 
scale meant it was faced with unforeseeable 
issues regarding its production process. 

In this case, the production issue centred around 
the pumping and filtering of water from the 
Blackmore river. Through the pumping process, 
competitor prawn species and barramundi eggs 
were introduced and ate or competed with the 
farm-raised prawns for food. Though the farm 
tried to improve its filtering process, it could not 
completely filter the competitor aqua species 
out of the water, which continued to violate the 
stability of the production process. 

The business tampered with little things involved 
in the breeding and prawn development process 
to try and solve this significant problem. By 
gradually changing minor variables, it believed 
that production could eventually become effective, 
and Darwin Prawns would be able to generate 
the prawn crop of a quality that it had envisioned 
at the commencement of the business. The 
company knew its business proposition was 
attractive but remained unable to capitalise upon it 
because of the supply difficulties. 

While the technical processes used were highly 
beneficial in stabilising common production 

issues, Darwin Prawns still couldn’t manage 
to generate the prawn crop it needed to begin 
meeting market demand. Therefore, the superior 
technology it had implemented was of little use.  

This production failure was largely attributable 
to the fact that the business had not piloted the 
prawn breeding environment before developing 
its large scale operation. Another contributor 
was based upon Darwin Prawns’ obsession with 
its cutting edge technology and its belief that it 
could substitute for a grounded and repeatable 
production process where risk had been mitigated.  
This process continued for two years; costs kept 
building, and Darwin Prawns had no product to 
show for its efforts and capabilities. Additional 
factors hampering its business processes was the 
length of the prawn breeding cycle, which meant 
that each time the prawn crop failed, the farm would 
have to empty its breeding pools and recommence 
the breeding cycle from the beginning. 

From the perspective of potential customers the 
production difficulties Darwin Prawns faced also 
reflected poorly upon its brand; premium markets 
are built on high quality, consistent produce, 
which could not be fostered in the temperamental 
environment that Darwin Prawns had not 
yet stabilised. 

Darwin Prawns tried to convert the farm to 
barramundi farming. Although this solved the water 
issue, the business was not set up to access 
southern markets with fresh produce and it was 
uneconomical. The external investors eventually 
lost patience with the business and sold it as 
repurposed for alternative aquaculture production. 
Stage 2 of the initial project did not proceeded.

Key lessons learnt

1.  Darwin Prawns’ struggle came from scaling the business before it was ready. Problems arose across 
multiple parts of the business, pushing out the time from start-up to scaled production. 

2.  The business invested too much in too large a start-up, not allowing for unforeseen risks. This led to 
problems with commissioning costing more to rectify, which drained capital. Without an income to support 
the external investment, the business scale meant the costs were too great to preserve the operation in its 
‘scaled-up’ state. 
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Partnering for 
Customer Value
The Agribusiness Food and Trade (AFT) 
directorate of the Department of Primary 
Industries and Regional Development 
(DPIRD) works to enable growth in the 
value, competitiveness and diversification 
of the WA agrifood sector through 
facilitation of value adding, investment and 
export for the benefit of the community. 

As part of this work, Partnering for 
Customer Value is providing research 
and business intelligence on practices 
that lead to international competitiveness 
and improved export capacity. A portfolio 
of cross-sector case studies shows real 
world examples of how businesses can 
build strategic relationships by delivering 
true value to their customers.

For more information  
 agric.wa.gov.au/p4cv

dpird.wa.gov.au

Disclaimer: The information contained in this document comprises general 
information only and is not intended as financial or investment advice. The 
information is provided in good faith but the Department of Primary Industries and 
Regional Development makes no representation or warranty as to its completeness 
or accuracy. You should not act or fail to act on the basis of any information in 
the document. Persons accessing this document should obtain independent 
professional advice before making any financial or investment decision based on 
information contained in it. The Department of Primary Industries and Regional 
Development accepts no liability whatsoever, including in negligence, for loss 
or damage caused by use of or reliance on this document and the information 
contained within it.

Phone: +61 1300 374 731 
Email: enquiries@dpird.wa.gov.au 

All three cases presented an imbalance between 
business development, risk management and access to 
financial backing. 
Key learnings generated from this case study can be 
summarised as follows:

1.  While independent investment can fuel business growth, 
a business mustn’t allow it to invite complacency, but 
rather use it for enforcing a more efficient and sustainable 
business development process. 

2.  Scaling a business too quickly can mask production 
inefficiencies that could have been identified and addressed 
had the business been scaled more progressively and 
systematically. A progressive approach will help businesses 
mitigate risk and overcome challenges that arise 
during development.

3.  Awareness of current areas of focus will enable a business 
to address future imbalances in its business model. 
Overdevelopment in one business area does not negate 
underdevelopment in another area. 

4.  An understanding of how to approach the various factors 
involved in business development evenly will aid a business 
in reducing the frequency of avoidable inefficiencies (or 
points of failures) arising. 

5.  Collaboration between investors and a business or between 
business partners will provide multiple perspectives on 
approaching business development, which will ultimately 
result in a better-informed business strategy and an 
increased bottom line.  

Key learnings

http://agric.wa.gov.au/p4cv
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