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The development of cauliflower rice at Greenyard 
Frozen: open innovation for sustainability 

It was cold on the morning of Thursday, March 14, 2019. Valentijn Verhaeghe, Convenience 
Business Unit Manager at Greenyard Frozen, left the Greenyard office in Roeselare, Belgium 
to attend the Food Heroes Awards event at the CFIA Expo 2019 in Rennes, France. 

1 https://foodheroesaward.eu/page/go

Cauliflower rice, one of Greenyard’s newest 
products introduced to the market about 
eighteen months earlier, had been selected 
for one of the three Food Heroes Awards in 
the Fruit & Vegetables category1. The Food 
Heroes Awards singled out innovative projects 
in which designers, technologists and food 
professionals worked together to prevent food 
waste. The nomination was one of many external 
recognitions received by the company. Greenyard 
Frozen introduced riced cauliflower to the market 
as a new, sustainable and healthy product 
after an intensive innovation journey of three 
years. The product was an instant commercial 
success. However, several competing companies 
launched their own riced cauliflower products. 
Valentijn Verhaeghe had to lead a discussion at 

the next management meeting about the current 
commercial challenges facing the product and its 
strategic positioning in the market over the next 
few years.
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Company background

Greenyard Frozen is a world market leader 
in frozen foods. It is number two in frozen 
vegetables and fruit in Europe, with a 2017 
production of 450,000 tons. It has ten production 
sites across Europe and exports to more than 
80 countries. It employs more than 2,000 
people and has 50 years’ experience in frozen 
vegetables and fruit. The main production 
and sales activities of Greenyard Frozen are 
located in Belgium. It was founded in 1965 as 
a pioneer member of the frozen vegetables 
cluster in West Flanders, Belgium. The company 
transforms freshly harvested vegetables and 
fruit into food products that are easy to store, 
conserve and consume. Its products respond to 
the changing needs of consumers who want to 
enjoy healthy and tasty food, with a minimum of 
preparation time. 

Greenyard Frozen focuses on three types of 
customers; retailers, food service companies 
and the food industry in general. It is a private 
label supplier for retailers offering frozen 
vegetables and fruit, ready-made products 
(soups, smoothies, sauces, purees) and ready-
made meals for consumers. In the food service 
category, it offers frozen vegetables and fruit 
products for use in the catering industry, 
including restaurants, hospitals and company 
canteens. Finally, it is also active in the business-
to-business (B2B) market, offering ingredients for 
food manufacturing such as prepared vegetables 
for pizzas. Greenyard Frozen differentiates itself 
from the competition through a wide range of 
innovative and high-quality products, excellent 
service and advanced logistics.

The company works closely with retailers to 
create new recipes and products that appeal 
to consumers. Greenyard’s expertise enables it 
to anticipate trends, develop new markets and 
enhance its brand image. Retailers are invited 
to Greenyard’s kitchens — which have become 
true innovation centres — to experience the 
latest food trends first-hand and consult with 
the firm’s culinary advisors. Such arrangements 
demonstrate how retailers might strengthen and 

diversify their product assortments and how 
they can develop business strategies that help 
to differentiate them from their competitors. 
Greenyard Frozen also collaborates with food 
service companies, which supply hospitals, 
schools, restaurants and pubs. Food service 
firms seek to benefit from the growing demand 
for healthy meals and are looking for ways to 
integrate more vegetables and fruit into their 
menus, as the cornerstone of any balanced 
diet. Greenyard Frozen encourages chefs to 
create delicious meals, try new flavours and 
combinations and think of new ways to present 
and prepare them. Greenyard Frozen also 
develops products and packaging to help cost-
effectively achieve these outcomes, reducing 
preparation times and minimising waste.
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From sustainable vegetable cultivation to 
cauliflower rice 

Mieke Sys, Sales & Operations Planning (S&OP) 
Manager at Greenyard Frozen, was involved in 
the cauliflower rice project from the outset. She 
explained how the project commenced: 

“We were looking for innovations from an agro perspective 
because sustainability was considered an important issue 
in the European Union five years ago. There was a growing 
awareness that the company must behave sustainably and 
also be perceived as sustainable. Greenyard Frozen was 
looking for ‘innovation in sustainability’ as a food company 
together with farmers and other businesses across the 
entire value chain.”

Greenyard Frozen chose to focus on cauliflower 
crops due to the substantial amount of waste 
left in the field. This organic waste was perfectly 
edible. Retailers and end consumers were no 
longer willing to accept the production of so 
much waste. 

“After the processing of cauliflower in our factories, we 
noticed that there was a lot of waste in the field: leaves, grit, 
the stem and the heart.” 
Stefaan Goudeseune, a buyer of fresh vegetables at 
Greenyard Frozen

At that time, the Flemish government 
introduced a policy to promote sustainability 
by supporting innovation in the food industry. 
The company submitted an innovation project 
to IWT (Institute for Innovation by Science and 
Technology) seeking a grant via the Cooperative 
Plus program. 

“At that time, we were not thinking about cauliflower rice; 
we just wanted an innovation that could add value to an 
agricultural waste product.” 
Mieke Sys, Sales & Operations Planning (S&OP) Manager at 
Greenyard Frozen
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Greenyard Frozen successfully applied for a 
grant from IWT. The company collaborated 
with ILVO2 (Instituut voor Landbouw en Visserij 
Onderzoek — Institute for Agricultural and 
Fisheries Research) and Flanders’ Food3 in 
the Food Pilot project. The Food Pilot is an 
application and analysis centre founded by 
Flanders’ Food and ILVO4. Greenyard Frozen 
worked in close partnership with ILVO as the 
main knowledge institute, two farmers and 
Baeckelandt, a machine manufacturer. Flanders’ 
Food managed the innovation project process. 
The project was called the Suskool Project, ‘Sus’ 
referring to sustainable and ‘kool’ to the Dutch 
word for cauliflower.

The project team started with several 
brainstorming sessions. They wanted a wide 
variety of ideas to make cauliflower cultivation 
more sustainable. After a while, the focus 
narrowed to agricultural waste. Cauliflower 
processing generates large quantities of waste 
since the heart and leaves are discarded 
to produce florets. The research group of 
the Food Pilot project began to consider 
options for producing food from the leaves 
and the cauliflower hearts. They concluded 
that cauliflower hearts were edible and rich in 
fibre. At the outset, they had no clear view of 
what could be done with cauliflower hearts. 
The first idea was to cut them into cubes and 
mix them in soup or to make fried cauliflower 
with breadcrumbs. 

2 ILVO provides multidisciplinary, independent research and specialized services in all fields related to agriculture, fisheries and food in 
Flanders. ILVO, an internationally recognized scientific institute, is part of the Government of Flanders. (www.ilvo.vlaanderen.be)

3 Flanders’ Food is a strategy-driven platform that contributes to a more competitive, innovative and sustainable agro-food industry 
through innovation. It reinforces the innovative power of food industry companies by increasing their scientific and technological 
knowledge and by applying an integrated approach. (www.flandersfood.com)

4 The Food Pilot is an application and analysis centre founded by Flanders’ Food and ILVO. The food processing industry can use the 
Food Pilot facilities to develop and test new products and processes. Processing can be simulated using its semi-industrial scale 
production lines; product quality can be analysed in the laboratory. (www.foodpilot.be)

5 www.foodswithroots.be

To get a better understanding of which direction 
to take in this innovation journey, the project 
team called in the help of Greenyard’s R&D 
chefs. They also organised brainstorming 
sessions with food consultants, such as 
Hannelore Dejonghe of Food with Roots5. This 
led to the development of several ready-to-
use food products including cauliflower pesto, 
cauliflower rice, cauliflower milk, cauliflower 
puree, macaroni with cauliflower, tempura, soup 
mixes, pizza bases, humus based on cauliflower, 
lasagne and vegetable spreads. 

It was time to make a selection. Greenyard’s 
criteria focused on products or recipes that the 
company could produce internally. 

“We can’t produce a pizza crust ourselves. If you want 
to focus on pizza crust, you have to work with a partner 
who also wants to innovate and to whom we can sell our 
cauliflower products. In that sense, we quickly came to the 
cauliflower rice idea because this is in the range of products 
that we already market today and we saw a clear trend that 
people are eating more vegetables and fewer carbohydrates 
such as rice, potatoes and pasta.”
Mieke Sys, Sales & Operations Planning (S&OP) Manager at 
Greenyard Frozen

This trend was promoted by Sandra Bekkari, a 
renowned cook in Belgium, and was echoed by 
other cooks around the globe. This would allow 
Greenyard Frozen to give cauliflower rice the 
image of a vegetable that is healthy, and that was 
harvested sustainably.
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Cauliflower rice as an open innovation project

6 Open innovation was introduced by Henry Chesbrough in 2003. Chesbrough also introduced the inside-out or outward open 
innovation concept: this implies that companies market or release internally developed innovations, which do not fit the company’s 
business model but could be effectively used elsewhere. This is not applicable to the cauliflower rice case study, as Greenyard is 
focusing on collaborative innovation with value chain partners to develop a new product. This is an example of the outside-in or 
inward open innovation.

7 Vanhaverbeke, W. (2017). Managing open innovation in SMEs, Cambridge University Press: UK.

In open innovation, companies are encouraged 
to acquire outside sources of innovation to order 
to improve product lines and shorten the time 
required to bring products to market6. The concept 
was originally applied to large manufacturing 
companies, but it also became popular for service 
companies, government agencies and small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Successful 
open innovation in small firms is based on the 
prominent role of the entrepreneur in leading the 
innovation journey, the business model innovation 
that is usually intertwined with open innovation, 
and the skills of the entrepreneur to set up and 
manage a network of innovation partners7.   

While conceptually, cauliflower rice may sound 
like a simple product, several innovations needed 
to be brought together simultaneously to realise 
this vision. Matters were further complicated by 
the fact that several independent entities held 
the foundation knowledge and ability to bring it 
successfully to the market. Therefore, to bring 
the components together efficiently, an open 
innovation project was defined. 

The studies with ILVO showed that cauliflower 
hearts are edible. The standard way to harvest 
cauliflower was to cut out the heart with a drill; 
the florets were collected for transport to the 
factory while the cauliflower hearts were crushed 
to grit and discarded in the field. Recycling the 
grit wasn’t a good idea because of oxidation, 
and therefore Greenyard had to change the entire 
harvesting process. In the standard harvesting 
process, only cauliflower florets reached the 
factory for processing and freezing. This was 
a technology developed by multiple harvesting 
machine builders. In the new harvesting process, 
the whole cauliflower heads, hearts and florets, 
were transported to the factory and processed 
there to make cauliflower rice.

Collecting cauliflower heads from the field 
required several changes in the harvesting 
practices. Cauliflower heads are bigger and 
heavier than the florets and fall with more force 
into the bins of the harvesting machines. 

“We worked together with Baeckelandt, a local machine-
building company, to break the fall of the cauliflower heads 
and to examine how the machine had to be adjusted. We 
also worked with two farmers to explore and test the new 
method of harvesting. Farmer interest and participation was 
not guaranteed since they had already purchased expensive 
machines to cut out the hearts at the request of Greenyard 
or other frozen vegetables companies. Now, Greenyard 
was requesting a new type of machine to harvest whole 
cauliflower heads.” 
Mieke Sys, Sales & Operations Planning (S&OP) Manager at 
Greenyard Frozen

Farmers were willing to participate in the project 
because of the incentives that the Suskool 
project offered them, even though they had 
to invest significant time in the project. They 
were proud to cooperate in an innovative 
project with a company with such a positive 
reputation and Greenyard would seek to avoid 
overloading the farmers when they were busy 
with regular crops.

The question remained; who would pay for 
the new machine after the project? During 
the project, Greenyard financed the new 
harvesting machine. Depending on the success 
of the cauliflower rice project, it was possible 
that farmers would retrofit their machines or 
purchase a new one. It would potentially be 
a new business for Baeckelandt if competing 
frozen vegetable companies purchased 
machines. Alternatively, a combo machine 
could be developed for harvesting both hearts 
and florets. 
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Baeckelandt realised that sustainability was 
increasingly a market requirement and the 
machine builder had to respond to this trend 
since cauliflower grit would not be tolerated as 
waste residue any longer. Greenyard granted 
Baeckelandt the option of selling the new 
machine to competing firms. However, it had to 
respect the existing Non-Disclosure Agreements 
between the two companies. 

“We tried to apply for patent protection for the machine, but 
it is almost impossible to have iron-clad intellectual property 
protection because it’s easy to bypass claims with small 
changes in component design.”
Valentijn Verhaeghe, Convenience Business Unit Manager at 
Greenyard Frozen

The process to convert cauliflower heads to 
cauliflower rice is an innovation in its own right. 
Greenyard first rented a production line in Poland 
for a few weeks to conduct the testing. Later, 
the production moved to Greenyard’s factory 
in Westrozebeke, Belgium; it was an existing 
production line that has been converted to cut 
the cauliflower into the rice-shaped granulates. 

“Our cauliflower rice has its own shape: it is irregular and 
resembles the shape of natural rice grains. The customers 
appreciate this, and it is noticeably different from competing 
cauliflower rice on the market. The cut of competitors 
is more like small cubes, while our cut has an irregular, 
natural appearance. This is a great way to differentiate 
ourselves from the pack.” 
Valentijn Verhaeghe, Convenience Business Unit Manager at 
Greenyard Frozen

The manufacturing of cauliflower rice was 
an entirely internal innovation process and 
incorporated proprietary technology. Nobody 
was allowed to take pictures of the processing 
equipment or film inside the factory.

The specific shape of the cauliflower rice was the 
result of an extensive development process. To 
appreciate product development in the company, 
it is crucial to understand the role of Greenyard’s 
chefs based in the ‘development kitchen’ in 
Langemark, Belgium. There are two types of 
chefs: chefs who develop finished products or 
recipes to go to retail, and chefs who work with 
mass caterers and food service businesses (such 
as Autogrill and Sodexo). These chefs specialise 
in explaining how to deal with frozen products 
and presenting new products to these B2B 
customers. For example, they would explain how 
cauliflower rice could be used as an alternative 
to couscous or other meal components that are 
sources of carbohydrates.

The leaders of the Suskool project and the 
chefs held several brainstorming sessions to 
consider the most interesting shapes for the 
riced cauliflower. The chefs and the marketing 
team finally determined what the product should 
look like, with a specific cut that had to meet 
several conditions. 

“We wanted a visual product, but also the texture was 
important. Since the hearts were harder than the florets, 
it was important to have a uniform mix of both of these 
so that the final product would always look and taste 
the same.” 
Valentijn Verhaeghe, Convenience Business Unit Manager at 
Greenyard Frozen

Close collaboration with the production team was 
required to guarantee that the product fulfilled all 
requirements. The R&D team determined which 
product to develop, but to get there, a lot of 
testing in production was needed, much to the 
frustration of the operational team. In the end, 
they found a way to create a product that was 
acceptable according to the standards of the 
product developers. 
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Introducing cauliflower rice to the market

Once the cauliflower rice product was fine-
tuned by the chefs, the sales team went to key 
clients in the market. Ahold Delhaize, a strategic 
partner for the Greenyard Group, was the first 
retailer who elected to launch the product in 
Belgium. Delhaize is focused on healthy and 
sustainable products, and the cauliflower 
rice fitted its strategy perfectly. Greenyard’s 
positioning strategy for the cauliflower rice was 
based on making the production of vegetables 
more sustainable and enabling diets with more 
vegetables and fewer carbs. Delhaize jumped 
at this product positioning and at the launch 
explicitly mentioned the sustainability story 
behind the cauliflower rice in its communication 
with customers. Delhaize mentioned in its circular 
that the riced cauliflower came from cauliflower 
hearts, which was previously considered organic 
waste. Delhaize also actively promoted the 
product at the introduction. The product was 
priced at 1.99 euros and consumers could earn 
199 ‘plus points’ by buying the product. Delhaize 
financed this product promotion.

The time to market for the new cauliflower rice 
product ranged between six and nine months. The 
first application was plain frozen cauliflower rice for 
the retail market and then afterwards, Greenyard 
developed Pinguin packaging for the food service 
market. The company quickly switched to mixes, 
especially seasonings or herbs, or added other 
vegetables to the rice, etc. It was also introduced 
as a meal component in prepared meals, i.e. a 
side dish. Other vegetables, herbs and olive oil 
were added to give it more flavours. The success 
of the new product began to attract competitors. 
By early 2019, 10 to 15 suppliers were offering 
plain cauliflower rice, in Belgium and other 
countries. Plain cauliflower rice had become 
common, all competitors called it cauliflower 
rice but their product was not sustainable since 
they simply processed the florets. Competitors 
were riding on the back of the initial commercial 
success of Greenyard’s cauliflower rice. 
Greenyard shifted its strategy to stay ahead of the 
competition by focusing on using cauliflower rice 
in mixes and in its prepared meals.
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The internationalisation of cauliflower rice 
sales consisted of a well-planned sequence of 
introductions in different national markets via 
some preferred retailers. Delhaize and the Boni 
brand at Colruyt Group in Belgium, Tesco and 
Aldi in the United Kingdom, and via Aldi UK the 
cauliflower rice was introduced to Australia, 
under the Aldi brand name Market Fare. In 
2019, Greenyard was active in five markets, 
including the USA and Brazil. For each country, 
Greenyard Frozen selected key clients and 
introduced the new product quickly. It was a very 
strenuous effort.

As a private label company, Greenyard is fully 
dependent on retailers to introduce new products 
to the end consumer. Products are labelled 
with the retailer’s brand (Delhaize, Boni or 
other brands) and the consumer had no way of 
knowing if Greenyard or a competing company 
manufactured the product. Retailers can easily 
substitute a competitor’s product for Greenyard’s. 
Therefore, the company decided to remain 
highly innovative. 

“We are convinced that our product is better, looks more 
natural — that is why we tried to make the product visually 
different from competing products.” 
Valentijn Verhaeghe, Convenience Business Unit Manager at 
Greenyard Frozen

Greenyard has tried to stay ahead of the 
competition by emphasising the visual aspect of 
the cauliflower rice and by expanding the product 
range, using cauliflower rice as an ingredient 
in several meal preparations. The company 
marketed its cauliflower rice ingredient in USA 
and Australia in a steam bag to emphasise the 
healthy image of the product. It also worked with 
new packaging types, for example steaming 
in the microwave, moving away from the 
standard packaging. These product extensions 
were developed in cooperation with retailers, 
but Greenyard exhibited strong leadership to 
consistently present new business development 
opportunities to the retailers.

By early 2019, cauliflower rice was positioned 
in the market as a healthy alternative to rice or 
as a side dish. The sustainability story, which 
was the main reason for starting the Suskool 
project and which was communicated at the 
initial launch by Delhaize, disappeared off the 
radar. The widespread emergence of cauliflower 
rice coincided with the rise of the paleo diet and 
other carb-conscious eating trends. Cauliflower 
rice was sold as a high fibre, low carb alternative 
to real rice that’s also packed with antioxidants 
and vitamins. It was also an incredibly simple 
dish, convenient to use in different culinary 
settings. Cauliflower rice was a far cry from the 
ultra-processed foods that make up the majority 
of the calories in the average Western diet. 
Frozen riced cauliflower was also considered 
to be a highly convenient product, very easy to 
serve after a few minutes in the microwave and 
could be added as a side dish to many types 
of meals.
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Pricing cauliflower rice 

Pricing cauliflower rice was not easy. It was a 
new product based on cauliflower hearts, which 
previously formed part of the waste stream. Both 
farmers and retailers had issues with pricing. 
Farmers were implicitly assuming that 20% extra 
volume would generate a proportional increase in 
revenues. Greenyard was arguing that previously 
cauliflower hearts were waste and that the 
extra handling in the factory and development 
costs had to be taken into account. In the end, 
farmers got some extra money for a ton of 
cauliflower heads compared to 800 kilograms of 
florets, but it wasn’t the 20% extra revenue they 
were seeking. 

Negotiating prices with powerful retailers wasn’t 
simple, either. Retailers were reluctant to pay 
a higher price for a product that was partially 
produced from waste. Greenyard had to 
convince the retailers that the costs of additional 
handling had to be taken into account, and that 
cauliflower should be marketed as a new, healthy 
and convenient alternative to rice or as a side 
dish, for which customers were willing to pay a 
premium. In early 2019, Colruyt Group in Belgium 
priced its cauliflower rice at 1.65 euros/kg, while 
florets were priced 50 cents lower per kg. Mixing 
the riced cauliflower with other vegetables, 
spices and olive oil allowed Greenyard to offer 
additional value to consumers and charge a 
higher price and margin.
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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 

What’s next?

8 https://foodwasteawards.be

Valentijn Verhaeghe reflected on 
the challenges and opportunities 
faced by cauliflower rice that 
he would present to senior 
management. The Suskool 
project finished at the end of 
2018 and was considered to be 
a good example of cooperation 
in the value chain and an efficient 
way to innovate. Cauliflower rice 
was one of the nominees for the 
Food Heroes Award in 2018 and 
one of the candidates for the 
Food Waste Awards in 20198.

The product was introduced 
to the market eighteen months 
ago. Greenyard looked 
back at great results when it 
comes to the number of new 
product introductions, but 
it wasn’t always a success 
story in systematically driving 
sales volume. 

The biggest issue was that 
the frozen vegetable company 
couldn’t communicate directly 
with the end consumer and had to 
rely on the retailers for this task. 

But in general, Valentijn 
Verhaeghe was happy with 
the new product. Thanks to 
cauliflower rice there was 
more demand for cauliflower 
derivatives. Cauliflower rice had 
placed cauliflower in a better 
culinary perspective. 

“We now have more demand for 
cauliflower soup, cauliflower puree with 
all possible additions of other vegetables 
and herbs, and we will process it in 
different preparations. All this is done 
in a more sustainable way using 
cauliflower crumble or hearts. I feel that 
the cauliflower as a product has become 
more attractive in the market.” 
Valentijn Verhaeghe, Convenience 
Business Unit Manager, Greenyard Frozen
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