
Even as local meat producers in Asian countries 
are expanding to meet growing domestic demand, 
meat imports continue to rise. ISA Q. TAN and the 
ASIAN AGRIBIZ team look at why meat imports 
continue to hold sway and what the future holds.
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n general, imported meat can be 

divided into two main categories: 
1) industrial meats that are 
predominantly used by processors; 
and 2) high quality/premium prime 
meats that find their way to high-end 
consumers, hotels and restaurants.

Today industrial meats still 
dominate over premium meats. This 
is because they are mostly used by 
processors, and those that do make it 
to traditional markets are priced lower 
than locally produced meats. 

Most consumers in Southeast 
Asia still pay more attention to price 
over quality. This is slowly changing, 
however, as they become more 
aware of food safety scandals, 
especially those involving meat 
products.

A price focused market

In Vietnam, industrial meats is the 
more lucrative market, Maxime 
Lemaitre, Managing Director of World 
Wide Food Distribution Limited 
Company (WF), told Asian Meat 
Magazine.

Mr Lemaitre said that there are two 
main channels that WF, a distributor 
of meat and fish specializing in Asian 
markets, is focusing on. The first 
include institutional kitchens and 
sausage producers, who consume 
frozen meat cuts, meat scraps and 
organ meat; the second are wet 
markets, where products like pig legs, 

pork ribs, and 
bones are 
favored. 

“Asian 
consumers in 
general, and 
Vietnamese 
consumers 
in particular 
are still price 
sensitive. The 
demand and 
consumption of meat is increasing, 
but mostly for low-end products,” 
he remarked, adding that the 
Vietnamese market is still not ready 
for premium products. 

“The high-end segment is 
limited to luxury hotels and high 
end restaurants that serve mostly 
expatriates. This segment is both 
narrow and slow growing,” Mr 
Lemaitre noted.

Reliability and quality

Meanwhile, in the Philippines, 
the frozen meat market is seen as 
lucrative, be it for industrial meats or 
for premium meats. 

“These are two different market 
segments and they provide different 
margins. High-end products are 
of low-volume whereas low-end 
products are of high volume. There 
will always be markets for both 
segments,” Jesus Cham, President 
of the Meat Importers and Traders 

Different types of imported beef 
promoted during the Food and Hotel 

Indonesia exhibition in Jakarta. 

Maxime Lemaitre and Joachim Breton.

Jesus Cham 
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Association told Asian Meat 
Magazine.

Similar to Vietnam, those that 
import premium meats are serving 
high end hotels and restaurants. 
Some of these premium meats 
also find their way to premium 
supermarkets and deli shops. 
The bulk of the imported frozen 
meats, however, are used by meat 
processors. 

Mr Cham believes that they will 
always have a place in the country’s 
meat industry.

“So far local products have not 
been able to attain the reliability and 
quality of imported products. We 
think it will remain so for a while,” he 
explained. 

Like in Vietnam, for Philippine 
consumers, price plays a major role 
in meat consumption.

“Philippine consumers are price-
sensitive. Products that are affordable 
will sell well. This is in relation to the 
purchasing power of the economic 
classes. So even secondary cuts 
could become unaffordable to 
the lower-economic classes under 
certain conditions,” Mr Cham pointed 
out.

Need continues

The inability of local producers 
to supply the meat required by the 
local market also fuels meat imports 
in Indonesia.

For Dua Putra Perkasa Pratama 
(DPP), a prominent meat importer 
and distributor in Indonesia and a 
member of the Indonesian Meat 
Importers Association, as long as the 
local red meat cannot meet market 
demand in both quality and quantity, 
imported red meat will always be 
needed.

All importers must follow 
government regulations, first getting 
an import recommendation from the 
Ministry of Agriculture, then an import 
permit from the Ministry of Trade. 
When it comes to Indian buffalo 
meat, only the State Logistics Agency 
(Bulog) is allowed to import.

“The meat importation business 
is tied to government regulations. 
Import permits are issued twice 
a year. This will change if the 
regulations change,” Ardi Wijaya, 
Business Development Manager at 
DPP told Asian Meat Magazine.

With that in mind, the main 
challenge is how to manage the 
import planning and the actual 
import, he added. 

“Our profit margin isn’t so big. 
So, every step in both planning and 
realization should be zero mistake to 
prevent losses,” he said.

No scientific basis

Government regulations are among 
the challenges faced by frozen meat 
importers.

In the 
Philippines, 
meat importers 
have had to 
cope with strict 
rules for frozen 
meat products 
with the 
government’s 
decision to 
continue 
implementing 
its present two-tier meat-handling 
regime. 

Administrative Orders (AO) of the 
National Meat Inspection Service 
outline the regulations on handling 
newly slaughtered meat and on 
handling chilled meat, frozen meat 
and thawed meat, respectively. 

This order stipulates that newly 
slaughtered meat need not be 
refrigerated when sold in wet markets 
as long as the product is sold within 
eight hours, and as long as it does 
not “show any loss in its fresh-like 
character in terms of color, odor and 
texture, and shall show no sign of 
spoilage” during the prescribed time. 

But a further AO requires that “meat 
showing loss of original fresh-like 
character in less than eight hours shall 
be withdrawn from the sales area 
sooner.” 

The same section mandates 
that “meat unsold after eight hours, 
even if maintaining its fresh-like 
quality and showing no signs of 
spoilage, cannot be further sold.” 

On the other hand, another AO 
says chilled meat products sold in 
the market should not be frozen and 
shall maintain a temperature not 
higher than 10 degrees while frozen 
meat should be stored, held and sold 
at a temperature not higher than 0 
degree. The order also recommended 
a maximum temperature level of 5 
degrees in handling thawed meat. 

Mr Cham has questioned these 
orders, saying these have “no 
scientific basis” and is putting the 
Philippines in a “bad light,” in the 
world market. 

Citing the recommendation of 
Codex Code of Hygienic Practice for 
Meat, he said newly-slaughtered meat 
should be chilled within “two hours 
from slaughter and must be kept 

Ardi Wijaya 

Frozen, boxed beef from Australia is a main meat raw material for Nampa members. 

4 ASIAN MEAT MAGAZINE – January/February 2019



chilled within the prescribed shelf life 
where bacterial growth is controlled.” 

He added that these regulations 
have led to confiscation of frozen 
meat that is not placed under 
refrigeration despite no proven health 
issues of such handling, affecting 
small vendors. 

“The uncertainty of government 
policies is among the biggest 
concerns of the industry,” Mr Cham 
said, adding that “the volatility of 
exchange rates and port congestion” 
are other factors hampering meat 
importation. 

Challenges

After nearly eight years in the 
market, WF recognizes that livestock 
prices in Vietnam and in Asia in 
general, is more volatile compared to 
that in the EU.

“Market oversupply that drags prices 
down or shortage driving prices up 
is seen more often in this area,” Mr 
Lemaitre said, adding business in 
2017 was not so good due to the 
oversupply of pork in Vietnam. 

These fluctuations and difficulties in 
administrative procedures are among 

Located in Nonthaburi province, Lady Butcher is a beef-oriented restaurant with expertise in 
fresh secondary meat, where consumers are encouraged to try quality meat from the whole 
cow and not just from pricey prime cuts.

Indian buffalo meat is disrupting the market 
share of frozen beef from Australia, New 
Zealand and the US in the general trade 
market in Indonesia.

the factors hampering meat imports 
in the country. 
“The difference in product definitions, 
for example, is one of the challenges 
that meat importers are facing when 
they register with local authorities,” 
Joachim Breton, WF's Business 
Development Manager, told Asian 
Meat Magazine. 

Room to grow 

In Thailand, sluggish economic 
growth and higher tariff on imported 
meat (from 38-50%) have led to 
lower consumption of high quality, 
prime cuts such as tenderloin, rib 
eye, and strip loin, which was a big hit 
earlier.

As regular clients, particularly retail 
outlets, restaurants and five-star 
hotels, reduced sale of imported 
meat products by half, small and 
medium scale fresh meat importers 
transformed and remain competitive 
in the imported meat business. 

They introduced secondary 
beef cuts such as brisket, bavette, 
foreshank, rib, and square chuck 
to the blue market, Nattida Noo-in, 
Managing Director of N&N Food 

Products Co Ltd told Asian Meat 
Magazine.

“Why are we consuming only 
22.5kg of beef when cattle can each 
weigh hundreds of kilos,” she asked, 
adding that it is important to educate 
consumers about beef. 

Educating consumers

“Fine dining is one of the best ways 
to introduce and add value to the 
secondary cuts while expanding the 
meat market,” Ms Nattida pointed out. 

Toward this end she opened the 
‘Lady Butcher’ restaurant, where she 
can showcase  different types of beef 
cuts. 

With secondary beef cuts, chefs 
also have the opportunity to create 
different dishes, offering clients 
new food and dining experiences, 
compared to prime cuts, which she 
now considers a ‘dead market’ for 
which she foresees a further decline 
as duties on imported meat from 
Australia could be hiked up to 55%. 

Ms Nattida said her business could 
earn up to USD 3.05 million each 
year from imported meat. Of the total 
revenue, 70% comes from Angus, 
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Holstein or 
Charolais 
beef products 
imported from 
Australia and 
the rest such 
as Wagyu, from 
Japan and local 
farmers. 

She said 
she would like 
to introduce 

more EU beef to the local market, as 
this has a different quality, flavor and 
texture. She believes that the lifting 
of a partial ban on EU beef, imposed 
due to mad cow disease, would 
help meet the growing demand for 
imported meat locally. 

According to the Ministry of 
Commerce, Thailand’s consumption 
of beef and cattle products expanded 
by 4.8% from 2013-2017, with up 
to 9392 tons of imported beef. In 
the first half of 2014, the country 
imported USD 2.74 million worth 
of beef and cattle products, said the 
Department of Livestock. 

DPP’s imported red meat

In Indonesia, DPP offers a complete 
range of frozen imported beef in 
different categories, namely prime 
cuts, secondary cuts and offal. 

These are imported from Australia, 
New Zealand, the US and Spain.

“Every beef cut that we import has 
its own market. For market channels, 
we focus on general trade/traditional 
market, food service and meat 
processing industry. Each market 
channel requires different types and 
quality,” said Mr Wijaya.

He said DPP’s biggest market is 
in general trade/traditional market, 
which is price sensitive and prefers 
secondary cuts such as knuckle and 
blade. Every region in this country has 
specific preferences. Even some old 
users in this market channel know 
which beef brand and the brand’s 
processing plant code number that 
supply quality beef.

Food service segment

“The best profit margin is from 
food service. Here, price isn’t the only 
factor, as users also review our supply, 
cold chain system, standard operating 
procedures, related documents, and 
sometimes they audit our facility. 
So, for this segment, we need to 
be ready with infrastructure, human 
resource and distribution networks, 
among others.

“This channel prefers beef prime 
cuts, and most users have specific 
requirements, such as cuts, marbling 

level, brands, countries of origin, 
cattle breed, and even specific 
processing plant,” Mr Wijaya 
explained.

Meanwhile, for the meat 
processing industry, DPP supplies 
beef with a certain fat and lean 
meat content.

Besides beef, DPP also imports 
lamb and mutton from Australia 
and New Zealand. However, Mr 
Wijaya said these meats only 
complement DPP’s business 
because they serve a niche market, 
the food service segment.

DPP also distributes Indian 
buffalo meat it buys from Bulog. 
“Indian buffalo meat continues 
to disrupt the market share of 
beef from Australia, New Zealand 
and the US. I think this red meat 
already controls almost 50% of the 
market share in general trade,” he 
remarked.

Industrial meat

Frozen beef and buffalo meat are 
the only two imported red meats 
used by members of Indonesia’s 
National Meat Processors 
Association (Nampa) as raw 
material for meat processing.

“Imported frozen red meat is an 
important part of our business,” 

N&N Food Products imports fresh premium 
and secondary cuts imported from 
Australia and Japan. The products are 
available for retail and delivery.

Nattida Noo-in would like to encourage consumers to experience secondary cuts apart from 
pricey prime cuts. 

Nattida Noo-in
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Ishana Mahisa, 
Nampa 
Chairman told 
Asian Meat 
Magazine.

“Supply of 
local beef 
is limited. 
Many cattle 
slaughterhouse 
operators 
prefer to sell 

their fresh beef to traditional markets 
rather than to us due to better selling 
price. In addition, using fresh local 
beef will raise our production cost 
because we have to freeze the meat 
before we use it for processing.

“In the past, when we only had 
five members, we used local beef. 
However, now with 34 member 
companies plus the significant growth 
of the meat processing industry, local 
beef supply can’t meet our demand. 
That’s why imports are needed,” he 
explained.

Every month, Nampa members 
need around 1500 tons of red meat. 
They use mainly industrial meat with 
chemical lean ranging from 65 to 85.

For beef, they use frozen, boxed 
beef from Australia while for buffalo 
meat, they use frozen buffalo meat 
imported by Bulog from India.

Mr Mahisa noted that Indian buffalo 
meat is gaining ground in the meat 
processing industry because of the 
inconsistent quality of Australian beef. 
Moreover, buffalo meat is always 
available, and the price is cheaper. 
The price of Australian beef is around 
USD 4.07/kg compared to roughly 
USD 3.79/kg for Indian buffalo meat.

Looking ahead, he said imported 
red meat will remain an important 
part of the meat processing industry. 
But which red meat will be used 
the most depends on price and 
availability.

Rising meat imports 

In Vietnam, the meat industry is 
now estimated at USD 18 billion. 
Annual per capita meat consumption 
is currently 33.5kg, but this is 
expected to increase to 39kg by 
2020.

The country is now among the top 
10 producers and consumers of pork 

in the world. Following over a year of 
overproduction, last year the number 
of pigs in the country decreased, 
which subsequently jacked up pig 
prices. This made importing large 
quantities of pork from the US as 
well as meat from other countries 
attractive. 

According to the Union of Meat 
Producers in Europe between 2013 
and 2015, EU meat exports to 
Vietnam increased 7.5 times. 

In 2017, Vietnam consumed 1.8 
million tons of pork, representing 
57% of total meat consumption. That 
year, said the General Department 
of Customs, the country imported 
33,100 tons of pork. 

In the first six months of 2018, 
imported pork increased sharply 
compared to the same period last 
year, reaching 19,600 tons, with 
Poland being the largest supplier, 
accounting for over 7000 tons, made 
up mainly of frozen meat.

Now that the Vietnam-EU Free 
Trade Agreement is just waiting to 
be signed, meat imports from EU 
countries, is expected to rise.

Bright outlook

Meanwhile, in the Philippines, 
issues notwithstanding, Mr Cham has 
a bright outlook for imported meats. 

With over 10 years of experience in meat import and export, Ms Nattida selects only 
premium products for her clients who are five-star hotels. 

“It appears that the lower 
economic classes are growing. 
But at the same time, there is an 
influx of tourists and migrants who 
can afford more expensive meat 
so demand for industrial meats 
and premium meats will probably 
continue to grow. Having said that, 
competition also continues to grow 
as more importers come to the 
scene.”

Last year, a joint report by 
the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) and the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) titled 
‘Agricultural Outlook 2018-2027’ 
projects that from 2018-2027, said 
that Asia will account for the greatest 
share in total global meat imports. 

The biggest increases will be seen 
in the Philippines and Vietnam, 
where consumption growth is 
outpacing expansion in domestic 
production.  

It said meat demand in the 
Philippines would grow by an 
average of 2.51% annually, faster 
than the expected 1.95% yearly 
growth in local meat production.

This shortfall in supply is likely to 
be filled by imports, which is seen to 
grow at an average of 5.85% during 
the 10-year period. AM

Ishana Mahisa 
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