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Mark Millis has been associated with the growing and marketing of fresh fruit and vegetables for 40 years. After been involved in the family’s wholesale fruit business, A. Millis & Sons, one of Australia’s largest banana wholesale companies, Mark changed to growing greenhouse tomatoes in the late1980’s.

A. Millis & Sons had pioneered the supply of fresh fruit and vegetables into the Supermarkets and this background, plus the partnership with fellow wholesaler Warren Nichol was instrumental in developing the market of fresh greenhouse tomatoes by Flavorite Tomatoes.

Warren and Mark have taken a cottage industry to a major Supermarket category and have created substantial interest in the industry from many of the corporate players in agriculture today.

OVERVIEW
The capacity of greenhouse hydroponic systems to deliver a highly attractive product that consumers are crying out for; the ability of the hydroponic infrastructure to deliver high production values combines with super efficient application of water – means there is a bright future for protected cropping of value - added vegetables.
PRESENTATION
Flavorite Tomatoes grows hydroponic tomatoes at Warragul in Victoria. Our turnover in 1994 was $320,000 (Selling about 100 tonnes of fruit). This year we will sell around $34 million dollars worth of fresh tomatoes. 
In 1994 we had 3,000sqm of greenhouses, today we have 8HA. We grow approximately 4,000 tonnes of fruit ourselves at Warragul and market another 4 to 5,000 tonnes (depending on the season) from other growers under the Flavorite banner. We pay approximately $5 million in wages into the Gippsland economy annually.
Growing produce in greenhouses using hydroponics is a value adding process. Hydroponics is growing in a soil less medium and applying the nutrients via the irrigation system. 

1. No water is wasted, recirculating systems are used around the world where excess water is treated and returned to the irrigation cycle. 

2. Small amounts of land are required for high production values. Gippsland / Latrobe Valley is an ideal climate. Mild winters and summers and low humidity in summer.

3. The controlled environment allows better use of IPM and beneficial insects – much reduced spraying also – no weeds – no herbicides.

4. Systems can be developed close to markets and distribution centres – smaller environmental footprint. Year round supply of consistent quality and quantity for retailers to meet consumer needs. 

5. CO² is extracted from the flue gas and pumped into the greenhouse to enhance production “the reverse greenhouse effect”.
To Summarise:

Using tomatoes as an example, 1HA of greenhouse produces the same as 10HA of outdoor production. More importantly the greenhouse produces a superior product that retailers and consumers are demanding and uses a lot less water to do so also. 

	 
	FIELD
	GLASSHOUSE
	% Increase / Decrease

	Size (nb. 1ha = 10,000m²)
	1ha
	1ha
	0

	Plant density (ave/m²)
	1.1
	2.2
	100% increase

	Total Plants
	11,000
	22,000
	100% increase

	Annual Production (kg)
	69,231
	585,000
	845% increase

	% 1st Grade
	80+%
	95+%
	12% increase

	Effective Production 
(1st Grade kg)
	58,846
	555,750
	944% increase

	Effective Production (kg per m²)
	5.9
	55.6
	944% increase

	Effective Production per Plant (kg)
	5.3
	25.3
	472% increase 

	Water Use 
	8M/L
	14.5M/L
	182% increase

	Conversion Rate
(grams fruit per litre water)
	7.4
	38.2
	519% increase

	Market Returns (gross)
	$82,385 ($1.40/kg)
	$1,667,250 ($3/kg)
	2,024% increase

	Crop Lengths (months)
	7
	11.5
	164% increase

	Equivalent Field production (Ha)
	1
	9.4
	944% increase


Flavorite growers come from Gippsland but also are situated in the Sydney Basin, Virginia SA, Northern NSW and Southern Queensland. Our system of supply, while at times difficult to supervise from a quality angle, allows us to respond to customers requirements in a very timely fashion with fresh fruit. 

Establishing the network and making it work efficiently has not always been easy – it never will be, because not everyone has the same standards. We have seen several hundred growers come and go in the industry for many reasons. Mainly their infrastructure was inadequate but also many were personally unprepared for the demands of horticultural production.
The best news is that the survivors are investing in the industry and corporate players are also showing interest. Most greenhouses now being built are glass and have advanced technology inside. No greenhouses are being built without adequate cost - effective heating – either gas or coal.

Currently production from hi-tech greenhouses equates to 17% of fresh tomatoes sales. Flavorite estimates that another 60HA of greenhouses need to be built to double market share. As field producers increasingly look to the food service industry to increase their margins and as the major retailers signal their determination to market a more flavoursome consistent product year round, doubling market share does not seem a difficult target in the next 5 to 8 years – a capital spend of around $120 million. 
Of course opportunities do not just sit with tomatoes. Cucumbers, capsicums, lettuce, zucchinis, eggplants, strawberries, come to mind – but they have to be done well. This is the secret – from paddock to plate – whatever the cliché.
Flavorite is the company that took the humble tomato from $1.20kg to $2.50. Maybe we were not the first to sell truss or bunch tomatoes to the Supermarkets but we were the first to do it properly from start to finish. We analysed the growing process right from seed, through the whole 12 month cropping season. We brought people from overseas to expedite the process, set production targets and organised marketing programs. We did not compromise on quality.
We continually set new bench marks, made it difficult for ourselves even, especially when we suffered seasonal setbacks.  But it worked! We needed to establish a recognisable point of difference – but the key is to deliver on the point of difference. First we left the calyx on the fruit to distinguish it from field grown tomatoes. Then we picked fruit on the bunch to make a further distinction. This of course has become more successful because consumers could touch the green parts and actually smell the tomato bush – all part of a more natural experience. And most importantly trusses delivered fruit to the consumer that they could EAT – IMMEDIATELY.
We also changed our picking and packing processes. We pick early in the day while the weather is cool and the fruit is also cool – the fruit is then removed immediately to our packing facility – a large high humidity cool room which runs at 13º Celsius all year round – to deliver the maximum shelf life. Our belief and our goal is to deliver the whole package – a consistent, reliable product that is valuable – has consumer value – it keeps well – has retailer value – it offers a good return on investment.
But the key, the promise that Flavorite has to deliver is flavour – TASTE, every other factor is important but only plays a supporting role to the focus on great flavour.

There is now an extension of truss tomatoes into pre packaging of specialised lines. Over the years fruit in packaging often represented clearance of poor quality. Now there are consumers with a clear preference for packaged goods – convenience is one reason, hygiene another.
The development of Homebrands by the Supermarkets is also trending to prepacks as a way of identifying the Supermarket brand. 
Flavorite is disappointed that their brand is not readily available in the Supermarkets but they do offer great exposure for our production in general with ever increasing retail space – and we need increased sales. We need to keep growing our market, whilst being wary of dumbing the market down to it’s lowest common denominator.
Developing the Flavorite Brand is still a key company platform and our whole reason for being is wrapped around the concept that people who buy our tomatoes will have a good experience which they will want to have again. Our name is on all our produce but not so evident. Hits on our website indicate this has not had a significant effect on our recognition factor and we have a very steady number of house wives using our recipe section.
In Singapore at the moment they clearly want Flavorite Tomatoes, not Dutch, not NZ even though they are much cheaper. We have a decided point of difference – a natural product, hardly any chemical use and flavour second to none. Right now we are having issues with the exchange rate and the price of tomatoes in Australia – but Fresh Mart want Flavorite Tomatoes, clearly branded, for their flavour. 

There are issues that constantly present themselves:

 - Variations in temperature through the whole supply chain

- Freight delays

- Varying customer expectations

- The politics of supply in various regional markets

We have found that the short travel times to Singapore and Hong Kong for example, mean we can deliver there extremely fresh product with maximum appeal. Remember we send tomatoes to Townsville (2 days) Kununurra (a week). The best part was the amazing interest that our fruit attracted in both Hong Kong and Singapore at recent Expo’s. Our fruit does actually taste better. We will continue to allocate resources to Branding within the market framework.
Personally I believe prepacks have great potential overseas as the product arrives in such good condition. One of the big detractions on any distant market is when the product is damaged in its passage through the freight chain. 
So far our company goal is to increase sales into Asia. We have a five year plan to do this and it will require a great deal of determination and many more visits to the client base. Currently we would need to expand our production base significantly to support year round Export as we do not want to negatively impact on our domestic market sales while there is such strong growth in Australia itself. 

Flavorite plays a very strong leadership role in the development of the protected cropping industry in Australia and will continue to do by an expanding its own growing area forging alliances with like minded growers who are also continuing to invest in increasing greenhouse area. All in all there is a bright future, not without risk, for the protected cropping industry.

