Flavorite is a joint Venture between Warren Nichol and Mark Millis a business that is operated by the next generation of the Nichol / Millis families.

Flavorite grows hydroponic tomatoes in Warragul, Victoria. We started in 1994 with 3,000 sq meters of production, about 120 tonnes per annum. Today we have 8HA of greenhouses, 4,000 tonnes of production annual sales 7 to 8,000 tonnes.

We started with 5 employees when unemployment in the Baw Baw Shire was 22%. Today we have 120 full time employees, we inject some $5 million in wages into the local economy and unemployment is 3%. This represents a huge challenge for Flavorite as we have serious plans to expand.

I guess the question is when so many people have come and gone in our industry (literally 100’s) over the past 15 years, how has Flavorite managed to strengthen and grow to the position of market leadership?

Many of those people came from the Kennett era of retrenchment and invested in poor infrastructure with little regard for climatic considerations when siting their investment. Most were not suited to the vagaries, discipline and hardship of horticultural production. Looking for lifestyle and easy money they were soon disappointed – lifestyle rarely survives poverty and packing tomatoes at midnight sure aint lifestyle!

There were probably four defining moments that set Flavorite on the path to success:

1. We started our own nursery and grew our own plants with the help of an international consultant – anecdote re: nursery men

2. We installed heating in greenhouses (anecdote re: other growers and litigation)

3. We nearly went broke in 1999 (development of a business plan)

4. We employed an overseas consultant, went to Europe and viewed the best technology, came back and built it. 

5. Flavorite’s ongoing success has been built around a huge amount of perseverance and tenacity from the director’s, also extraordinary support from the Shire with planning and building approvals. The Shire also has provided a great link to the State Government for the provision of Natural Gas to the farm without which we would not have survived ($2 million later).
6. We had to create a completely new financial environment around the industry. Finance is critical to modern farming and the National Bank has been a great supporter. We have always been slightly nervous of our success (NAT Bank even more nervous) and this has lent a sharper focus to our ongoing production and marketing strategies. 
7. We supplied the vision for our industry, being the first greenhouse tomato growers to set up a management system on this scale to profitably produce tomatoes as a supermarket category.

8. We have the information in our business that our clients need to implement their retailing strategies and their investment strategies; we are “the go to” people. We have a vertically integrated business from nursery to production to packing to marketing and distribution. 
9. A belief that the WHOLE package represents VALUE to the consumer and retailer, who invest money for profit in our products. Hence the name (FLAVORITE), our MANTRA is Fresh is Best, FRUIT MUST TASTE GOOD.
10. When other growers started building greenhouses we built huge environmentally controlled cool rooms to add real value to the shelf life of the product. We believe the supermarkets are good for business; they keep us focussed on our costs and offer an ever expanding sales arena. 
11. We have always involved our staff in training courses, external and internal. Our management staff travels overseas regularly and this year did a course at Mt Eliza Business School. 
12. We fixed up our infrastructure that wasn’t right - when we started the knowledge wasn’t available – we actually created the market – we took the humble tomato, super sized it, made it a fashion item that tasted good. 
It is this constant INNOVATION that has bolstered our success. Narelle Kennedy CEO of the Australian Business Foundation defines Innovation as “being the smart applications of knowledge to transform businesses, solve problems, meet market demands and pursue opportunities with more imagination that competitors”. To me this epitomises Flavorite. 

We created the truss tomato category; we introduced the hanging gutter system to greenhouses in Australia before the rest of the world caught on. We have tried to create a truly Australian Brand, Flavorite Tomatoes, a conscious link to consumers, one of the very first in Fresh Fruit backed by a pro-active website that consumers can use for information and recipes. I would have to say that developing the Brand is a work in progress. 

Small business by its very nature is fraught with risk but it is also immensely rewarding to see a business grow with your sons at the helm. My personal belief is that education is the key to success whether formal or informal. Knowledge allows us to recognise opportunities, grab them and develop them. Knowledge is the key to the entrepreneurial spirit. 

