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Food service 
and food retail 
are converging, 
adjusting to 
consumers who 
are looking for 
convenience 
across channels. 
This trend has 

led to the growth of ready meals, 
ready-to-eat/ready-to-heat 
products or on-the-go products in 
Asia. ARIEF FACHRUDIN and the 
ASIAN AGRIBIZ team dive deeper 
into this trend which, in different 
countries, is developing at different 
paces and specialisations. 

W 
 
ith the increasingly busy lifestyle of urban dwellers, as well 

as steady working hours and more women in the workfoce, shelf 
space for ready-to-eat (RTE) products has been building up in the 
Philippines.

Robert Lo, CEO of RDF Feed, Livestock and Foods (RDF), said 
that today most Filipinos are looking for less structured meal 
times and are increasing their snacking. Also, young people are 
more likely to buy RTE products for their convenience and ease of 
preparation.

“Consumers, especially young people, are now looking for 
healthy, portable and easy preparation of single portion ready 
meals. The growth factors for this growing trend are convenience, 
growing acceptance, more convenience stores and lack of cooking 
skills,” he said, adding that from this growing trend, pork remains 
the preferred meat.

RDF’s RTH meals sold at its subsidiary 
Fresh Options outlets.
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Robert Lo (right) and a Fresh Option staff showing their RTH meals.

Right: Every RTH meal of RDF is packed in microwavable trays 
that can endure frozen temperature for store-keeping.

RDF’s RTH meals are processed using modern technology to 
ensure quality and food safety.

Investing in RTH meals  

Responding to the trend, RDF 
invested in a ready-to-heat (RTH) 
meal line at its further processing 
plant.

“Besides premium and convenient 
packaging and continuous 
formulation, we assure that our RTH 
meals are made from fresh meats. 
These are some of our edges to 
cope with the current preferences 
of consumers. We also capture 
and document the feedback of our 
patrons by performing consumer 
acceptability tests across our stores 
and use the data gathered to adjust 
the model used prior to the product 
launching,” said Dr Lo. 

For RTH meals, apart from the solo 
packs, RDF also offers party sizes to 
cater to big celebrations. The RTH 
meals are widely available in the 
company's Fresh Options meat shops 
and other key retail outlets in some 
parts of the Philippines. 

“We ensure that consumer 
convenience is never sacrificed, thus 
every meal is packed in microwavable 
trays that can endure both frozen 
temperature for store-keeping without 
compensating the meal's savoury 
taste and extreme heat for easy re-
heating in just a few minutes,” said 
Dr Lo.

“Our RTH meals are affordably 
priced as we make the products 
within reach of all income groups. 
The products are also convenient to 
store and can be packed for travel or 
out-of-home consumption.”

Increasing preference for HMR  

As the number of South Koreans 
living alone rises and more women 
work, the country’s home meal 
replacement (HMR) or instant meals 
industry continues to grow. 

A study by the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs and 

the Korea Agro-Fisheries and Food 
Trade Corporation showed that the 
HMR market expanded to USD 2.82 
billion in 2017, jumping nearly 31% 
from the previous year’s USD 2.16 
billion.

The study also found that many 
single people are shopping at 
convenience stores rather than 
discount chains or supermarkets 
to buy dinner, especially since 
the quality of HMR products has 
improved. 

“The HMR market is continuously 
expanding thanks to the efforts of 
manufacturers, including developing 
new packaging, aggressively releasing 
new products and diversifying the 
meals,” said Park Sung-woo, Food 
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Dahmakan delivers ready meals to 
consumers’ doorstep
Food trends in Malaysia has 
become all about convenience. 
Consumers are looking across 
channels for ease of  purchase 
and shorter preparation 
time when it comes to food. 
This has paved the way for 
many food service providers 
and retailers to venture into 
cooked, on-the-go products 
that provide convenient ready 
meals throughout the day. 

Food trucks dishing out hot 
meals are a common sight in 
many neighbourhoods across 
the country. Food manufacturers have also jumped on the bandwagon offering 
many on-the-go food items at gas stations, hypermarkets and convenience stores. 
More and more consumers are looking towards ready meals delivered right to their 
doorstep, be it at work or at home. 

One notable company that is providing such a service is Dahmakan, which 
delivers delicious cooked meals right to the consumers’ doorstep. The company 
offers what is called a “full-stack” service in the food tech scene. Instead of  
partnering with restaurants or caterers, it does everything from cooking and 
preparing the meal, to delivery and payments.

Dahmakan operates on an online ordering platform, offering a selected number 
of  items for either lunch or dinner and provides meals prepared in-house in its 
own kitchens. It offers various food from traditional Malaysian, vegetarian, meat 
dishes to international cuisine. Consumers are also able to do group orders for 
events or company lunches. 

Popular online

Catering to tens of  thousands of  orders within the city of  Kuala Lumpur each 
month, Dahmakan has become the go-to online food platform for offices across the 
city.

The concept employed by Dahmakan has proven to be a successful model, 
especially to cater to the burgeoning demand for healthy, yet fast cooked meals. 
Most of  their deliveries are scheduled around a fixed window that serves up lunch 
or dinner. The meals offered are limited to a few options and are served in simple, 
yet practical packaging – in a medium card box that preserves the temperature 
and integrity of  the food.

Consumers are also given the option to buy their meals on a one-off  basis or 
purchase a subscription plan, which allows them to have their food delivered 
anywhere for between 5, 20 or 50 meals. 

What makes Dahmakan successful in its service is catering to the rising 
trend in consumer food 
preferences. Rather than 
trying to create another 
marketplace, its founders 
have opted to take control 
of  the entire value chain, 
including food production 
and logistics. The result is 
building a more efficient, 
innovative food delivery 
service that is supplying 
to an ever-growing 
demand for quick, healthy 
meals.

A ready meal product of Dahmakan: coriander and cashew 
pesto pasta with chicken and oven dried tomatoes.

The card boxes of Dahmakan’s ready meals.

Ministry’s Director for Food Industry 
Policy. 

“Changes in lifestyles, a growing 
number of women participating in 
the economy, and the rising number 
of households with two or less 
members also seem to be affecting 
the market.”

CJ to increase HMR sales  

South Korea’s food giant CJ 
CheilJedang is aiming to increase 
sales of its HMR products to around 
USD 3.38 billion by 2020. 

The company said its sales over the 
past three years showed that families 
with teenage children bought more 
HMR products such as microwavable 
soups and packaged side dishes 
compared to those living alone. 

The company also found that a 
family with middle and high school 
students who bought HMR products 
at least once in 2017 rose to 43.6%, 
more than double from 16.3% in 
2015.

bibigo, a brand of CJ CheilJedang, 
offers Korean food HMR series. A key 
aspect of this series is its maximised 
texture and the freshness of 
ingredients packed with differentiated 
retort technology. It was developed as 
food that can be stored and served 
at room temperature, so that the 
product can be stored for a long time 
and consumed whenever necessary.

The company said that the HMR 
series is made more delicious to 
dispel the belief that while some food 
can be kept at room temperature for 
a long time, its texture and taste is 

One of CJ’s HMR products: Gourmet 
Hamburger Steak.
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degraded. Home-cooked meals have 
been successfully reproduced by 
adding abundant ingredients to long-
boiled and deeply satisfying meat 
broth.

Microwavable packaging  

With the growing popularity of 
HMR products that require little 
preparation, South Korean food 
processing companies are in a race 
to develop better and more efficient 
microwavable packaging. 

Industry insiders said packaging 
technology will emerge as 
an important factor in the 
competitiveness of products, as busy 
lifestyles and easy preparation are 
also boosting the microwavable food 
market. 

According to global market research 
firm Smithers Pira, the South Korean 
packaging industry was valued at USD 
41.4 billion in 2015. 

The country’s food giant CJ 
CheilJedang recently launched 
Gourmet Hamburger Steak, which 
uses a steam heating technology. 
Consumers simply unwrap the 
package and microwave it for six 
minutes to cook.

Vietnam catching up  

In Vietnam, the trend for 
convenience food  products has 
picked up and the industry is 
expected to soon catch up with 
the pace of development in other 
countries in the region thanks to new 
technology and favourable economic 
and social conditions.

According to Mavin Food, the food 
producing arm of Australia’s Mavin 
Group, improving living standards and 
higher number of working women, 

who have 
less time for 
household tasks 
like cooking, 
are pushing the 
trend forward. 

Cyber 
technologies 
are also playing 
an important 
part. “Thanks 
to the growing 
popularity of cyber tools like online 
shopping, consumers have better 
access to and are becoming more 
familiar with convenience food,” said 
a Mavin Food’s representative.

Pork-based products are leading 
the market because of reasonable 
prices and the popularity of the meat 
among Vietnamese consumers.

Smaller packaging  

Convenience and affordability 
are also pushing the trend for RTE 
products in Thailand, and have 
motivated meat processors in the 
country to offer smaller packaging 
sizes for their products, said 
Nathnara Chanthiman, Consultant at 
Inspired Food Services.

Today, the packaging 
size for processed meat 
such as sausages and 
hams can be as small 
as 50-60g, he said, 
adding that “with a busier 
lifestyle, consumers tend 
to take light meals or 
snacks more frequently 
and smaller packs fit well 
with this trend.”

At the same time, said 
Mr Nathnara, the growing 
demand for smaller packs 
is also an opportunity for 
meat processors to make 
their premium products 
more affordable. 

“It would take days or 
weeks to sell a premium 
processed meat product 
in 1kg or half a kilo pack. 
But if you put it into 
smaller packs of about 

bibigo Thick Beef Bone Soup with beef 
slices.

50g, it would be more affordable and 
you could sell it faster,” he said. 

This explains why convenience 
stores in Thailand contain a variety of 
processed meat products in smaller 
packs. 

Mr Nathnara himself is involved in 
designing this type of products for 
his clients. The latest product that he 
developed is a beef bacon in 60g 
packs, which are sold in convenience 
stores in the country and are also 
exported to Cambodia. 

“Beef is a premium meat in 
Thailand and Cambodia. We process 
it into a western style bacon, but with 
a local taste. It costs nearly USD 25/
kg, but the smaller packaging makes it 
affordable,” said Mr Nathnara.

A slower update by B2C... 

The ready meals business in the 
B2C segment in Indonesia is not 
booming yet.

An industry observer told Asian 
Meat Magazine that there are two 
key players in the B2C ready meals 
business - Charoen Pokphand 
Indonesia and Kanemory Food 
Service, but neither are enjoying 

Nathnara Chanthiman

Beef bacon in a 60g pack is  
an affordable product.
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satisfying sales 
for their ready 
meal products.

“One of the 
reasons for this 
is that many 
Indonesian 
people don't 
have microwaves, 
and they think 
having one will 
increase their 
electricity costs,” he said. 

“Another factor is purchasing power 
in combination with price sensitivity. 
The average price of a ready meal 
is around USD 1.45. Many people 
still think that the price is too high 
because they can get a bigger portion 
at a lower price from traditional cook 
shops.”

He added that convenience stores 
like Indomaret are not promoting 
ready meals massively. Modern 
Internasional, the operator of 7-Eleven 
outlets in Indonesia, last year decided 
to close all its outlets. Previously, 

the chain offered many kinds of 
chicken and beef-based ready 
meals.

“Indonesia needs more 
convenience store chains to 
promote ready meals,” he stressed. 

Rudy Hudin, Country Manager 
at Marel Indonesia, argued that it 
will take time for Indonesia’s ready 
meals business to grow like in 
Thailand. 

“It’s not about the availability 
of technology, processing ability 
or r&d, but more on economic 
development and lifestyle,” he told 
Asian Meat Magazine. “Although 
growth of the ready meals business 
in Indonesia is slow, producers 
should continue to educate 
consumers that the products are 
good and safe. And the use of 
microwave to reheat the products is 
not costly because it takes only four 
minutes for reheating.”

...while B2B market grows  

On the other hand, in the B2B 

segment, the ready meals business 
in Indonesia is growing well.

Aerofood Aerowisata Catering 
Services, for instance, plans to open 
two central kitchens producing ready 
meals in Makassar, South Sulawesi 
and Solo, Central Java this year. 

Until today, the subsidiary of 
Indonesia’s national airline Garuda 
Indonesia has operated nine central 
kitchens throughout the country. Of 
its total production, 60% is supplied 
to Garuda Indonesia, while the 
remaining is for other airlines and 
other industries.

Another player, ISS Catering 
Service has set up a USD 370,000 
central kitchen in Halim, East Jakarta 
with an installed capacity of 10,000 
ready meals daily.

The company said the market 
potential is promising, given the 
growing number of factories, 
hospitals and schools in the country. 
Once its market in Jakarta flourishes, 
it will expand to other big cities in 
the country. AM

Rudy Hudin
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