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Volatility in prices of frozen raw shrimp has prompted some Asian shrimp 
processors and exporters to increase the export share of their value-
added shrimp products, writes ARIEF FACHRUDIN and the ASIAN AGRIBIZ 
team. However, focusing on further processed products is not easy since 
they must invest in consumer preference study, product innovation and 
promotion.

Breaded shrimp is one of best-selling 
products of STP in export markets.
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G 
 
ood shrimp harvests in 

Asia, high US stocks and China’s 
crackdown on smuggling of seafood 
from Vietnam all contributed to the 
drop in global shrimp prices in the 
first half of 2018.

According to some sources, the 
global farmed shrimp supply was 
estimated at around 4 million tonnes 
in 2017. Production is predicted to 
grow strongly over the next few years, 
particularly in 2018 and 2019, to 
above 4.5 million tonnes with main 
producers including India, Vietnam, 
Ecuador, Indonesia, Thailand and 
China. Considering this, if shrimp 
consumption in major importing 
countries like the US, Europe, Japan 
and China weakens, the price of 
frozen whole shrimp will fall.

For some shrimp processors and 
exporters in Asia, the situation has 
prompted them to develop their 
business more on value-added 
products since prices of further 
processed products are relatively 
stable and the profit margin is better.

Value-added shrimp 

Indonesia is quite aggressive in 
developing its value-added shrimp 
industry, said Thomas Darmawan, 
Head of Fishery Division at the 
Indonesian Businessmen Association 
(Apindo).

Value-added shrimp products of Suri Tani 
Pemuka, a member of the Japfa Group.

“I think 
2013 was the 
turning point 
for our value-
added shrimp 
industry. At 
that time, we 
had an alleged 
subsidy related 
problem with 
the US on 
frozen whole 
shrimp. I then encouraged Indonesian 
shrimp exporters to further process 
their shrimp,” he told Asian Meat 
Magazine.

“Besides, in the US, the HS code 
for frozen whole shrimp is different 
from the HS code of value-added 
shrimp. So, if we have a problem 
with exports of frozen whole shrimp, 
exports of value-added shrimp won’t 
be affected.”

Mr Darmawan notes that 
Indonesia’s exports of value-added 
products are increasing. Some years 
back, exports of value-added products 
accounted for 14% of Indonesia’s 
total shrimp exports. He believes the 
percentage is higher now.

Breaded shrimp, tempura and 
ekado are Indonesia’s main ready-
to-cook shrimp products in export 
markets. The leading players in 
this sector include Bumi Menara 

Thomas Darmawan

Minh Phu’s cooked shrimp products.
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Boosting Malaysia’s shrimp industry  

Commercial shrimp aquaculture in 
Asian countries, including Malaysia has 
been bolstered by rising international 
demand and decreasing volume of  
wild catch. However, with the global 
supply glut in the past two years due 
to massive production from India, 
Vietnam, Indonesia and Thailand, 

Malaysian 
producers may 
have to rethink 
their strategy.

Certainly, 
Malaysia 
cannot 
compete 
with major 
producing 
nations in 
terms of  
volume and 

price, as its shrimp industry has always 
faced higher operating costs.

Meanwhile, as seafood processors 
in India rapidly pick up in product 
innovation by co-launching their 
own value-added shrimp products in 
breaded, rolled and marinated forms 
due to depressed frozen raw shrimp 
price, sooner or later this will be 
another hard-fought battleground for 
downstream businesses.

The need to diversify  

As such, market experts believe local 
businesses in Malaysia should diversify 
into producing more premium and 
high value crops upstream, while fully 
unleashing the potential and usage of  
these harvest at the downstream level.

Giva Kuppusamy, founder of  
freshwater prawn broodstock provider 
GK Aqua and Program Manager at 
FishPLUS research division at Crops for 
the Future, said that if  a produce has 
the upside and potential to generate 
high value-added activities, farmers and 
processors will be in a more relaxed and 
comfortable position to conduct their 
business.

Doing so will also ease the pressure 
to cut product prices to preserve market 
share and margins, in turn affecting the 
livelihood of  farmers.

He told Asian Meat Magazine 
that following a recent exchange 
with foreign experts, he learnt the 
potential of  using the remains of  
giant freshwater prawn shell in the 

production of  contact lenses. The chitin 
substance in crustacean shell can 
be further developed into medicinal, 
industrial and biotechnological 
purposes.

If  Malaysian businesses do not 
move up their value chain, they will 
continue to be heavily affected by 
price fluctuations in the global trade 
market. On the other hand, he said 
that more effort and resources should 
be channelled into research and 
development work in genetics and 
breeds.

Malaysia lags 

“There are three main pillars in 
aquaculture: health, nutrition, genetics. 
Farmers tend to have the misconception 
that feeding shrimp and prawns more 
protein will help them grow better. But 
if  the genetics is stunted in terms of  
broodstock quality, nutrition cannot 
do much. Thus, more development or 
innovation is required at downstream 
level to enhance the value of  the 
shrimp products.”

He noted that Malaysia has been 
lagging in giant freshwater prawn 
production, lamenting that although 
Malaysia was “the first country to 
discover the freshwater prawn farming 
method back in the 1960s, today we 
produce only a small amount of  this 
highly priced crop, while others like 
Bangladesh, Vietnam and Thailand 
have surged far ahead of  us.”

Freshwater prawns have the potential 
to grow to a length of  over 30cm. 
Within a 90-day culture period, it 
will grow to an average weight of  65-
75g, said Mr Kuppusamy. At current 
culture condition, the species would 
easily grow to 
more than 100g 
in a 150-day 
culture period. 
In contrast 
the common 
white shrimp 
usually reaches 
a maximum 
size of  20g per 
piece under 
intensive culture 
conditions.

Hence, 
freshwater 
prawns are best 

for the hotel, restaurant, and catering 
industry, he said. He noted that 
Malaysia imports most of  the prawns 
required for commercial businesses, 
while many local producers sell their 
produce for sport fishing purposes at a 
lump sum with varied sizes. However, 
some middlemen who source the 
prawns purportedly for sport and hobby 
take advantage by segregating the large 
prawns from others and export it at a 
premium.

“Before harvest, farmers already get 
paid for their crop. They think it is a 
good deal because they get their money 
upfront and see no reason of  operating 
at risk by keeping prawns any longer. 
But they can get better value if  they try 
to keep it longer and market it to local 
businesses.”

Local production  

According to Malaysia’s Fisheries 
Department, only 1300 tonnes of  giant 
river prawn are produced every year 
through aquaculture farming, which is 
insufficient to meet local demand. Due 
to its size and taste, price of  giant river 
prawns can fetch as high as USD 25/kg, 
making it highly sought after by diners. 
In contrast, vannamei shrimp retails for 
about USD 5/kg.

Shrimp culture in Malaysia began 
in the early 1970s as a semi-intensive 
venture, then slowly expanded into 
commercial scale integrated shrimp 
farms, from hatchery to processing 
plant and export in the 80s and 90s.

Vannamei shrimp is the most farmed 
shrimp species in Malaysia, constituting 
slightly more than 70% of  total shrimp 
production in the country, followed by 
giant tiger prawns at 20%.

Giva Kuppusamy

Freshwater prawns that average between 65-75g each.
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Internusa, Sekar Bumi, Central 
Proteina Prima and Suri Tani 
Pemuka, to name a few.

Mr Darmawan is optimistic of the 
potential of value-added shrimp 
products because these appeal to 
consumers of all ages.

“Both the domestic and export 
markets will be bigger. With their 
busy lifestyle, people have no time 
to peel shrimp. They will choose 
value-added products for sure,” he 
said.

For serious players only  

While value-added shrimp 
products offer better profit margins, 
product innovation, branding and 
promotion must be the priorities, 
said Mr Darmawan.

He stressed that value-added 
shrimp business is only for serious 
players, not for ‘me too’ players.

“In the business, we must be 
strong in innovation and r&d. We 
must know consumer preference, 
and every country has different 
demand for taste, spiciness, and 
product shape & colour. To know 
these, we must do market studies,” 
he said.

Attending seafood exhibitions in 
different countries is also important, 
“so that we can see and taste 
trending seafood products and then 
get ideas to develop our products,” 
said Mr Darmawan. 

Producers also have to invest 
in quality, food safety and 
traceability, he added. For this, 
many international standards must 
be implemented and certifications 
such as HACCP and GMP must 
be obtained. Also, the cold chain 
facility must be controlled well. 

Particularly on export markets, 
labelling is important and must 
follow the importing countries’ 
requirements.

Targeting premium customers  

One of Indonesia’s main value-
added shrimp producers is Suri Tani 
Pemuka (STP), a subsidiary of the 
country’s largest agrifood company 
Japfa Comfeed Indonesia.

Jenny Budiati, Head of Tilapia and 
Seafood Processing Operation, told 
Asian Meat Magazine that STP only 

focuses on value-added products, 
“not on commodity items.”

The value-added products target 
premium customers who demand 
high quality, safe, sustainable 
products that meet social 
requirements. Of all its value-added 
products, sales volume for breaded 
and tempura products is the largest.

“Since 2002, we’ve been 
exporting our value-added shrimp 
products to Japan and then to the 
US and Europe. Our products also 
have successfully entered markets 
in other Asian countries and the 
Middle East,” said Ms Budiati, adding 

that the company targets an export 
growth of 10% this year on the back 
of increasing demand.

Product development 

To develop its products, Ms Budiati 
said STP banks on its expertise 
and competitive advantages as an 
integrated seafood company that has 
secured international certifications 
including Halal, HACCP, GMP, BRC 
and BAP.

Most importantly, she noted: 
“We always create our value-added 
products based on our analysis on 
market demands.”

Minh Phu’s value-added shrimp products are exported to the US, Japan, Canada and Australia.

A variety of Minh Phu’s  processed shrimp products showcased at an exhibition.
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STP’s products are made of 
quality raw materials that meet 
international standards on food 
safety and traceability. The materials 
are free of antibiotic and other 
contaminants such as pesticides, 
and the company’s Quality Control 
department ensures all standards are 
properly met and implemented.

“We’re strict about the freshness 
of our raw materials, as well as on 
processing, assuring that all stages 
at our certified plant follow food 
hygiene and safety protocols,” said 
Ms Budiati.

STP also adapts in packaging along 
customers’ need – both on retail 
packs and bulk packs.

Profit in processed products  

The lower shrimp prices in the 
world market that resulted from 
higher production has affected the 
price of shrimp material and value of 
shrimp exports in Vietnam in the past 
few months.

According to Vietnam’s Association 
of Seafood Exporters and Processors, 
prices of vannamei shrimp in Q1 
2018 were down 15% compared 
to the previous quarter and down 
10% year-on-year. In April this year, 
Vietnam’s shrimp exports were 
valued at USD 
275 million, 
down 0.4% from 
March.

However, the 
down-trend 
has stopped 
and processing 
enterprises have 
signed new 
contracts.

Le Van Quang, 
Chairman and General Director of 
Vietnam’s leading seafood company 
Minh Phu Seafood Corporation said 
the fluctuation of shrimp prices 
has not affected the company’s 
processing business much. “Exports 
of whole frozen shrimp, traditionally 
called raw material, are mostly 
unprofitable, sometimes loss 
making,” Mr Quang told Asian Meat 
Magazine. “Exports of processed 
products, on the other hand, either 
command a premium or allow us to 
break even.”

Philippine shrimpers face difficulties  
While other countries profit from their shrimp exports, it 
is quite the opposite for the Philippines as local producers 
grapple with high cost of  production, particularly with 
white shrimp farming.

Lito Lacap, a shrimp trader and former President of  
Philippine Shrimp Industry, told Asian Meat Magazine that 
local production cost is a lot higher than the farm prices 
in other exporting countries.

“Based on the standard weight of  10g, farm prices of  
shrimp are USD 2.05/kg in China and Thailand and they 
already have a profit from that. Our production cost is 
around USD 2.24-2.43/kg and that is only if  production is 
good or there is a good harvest. Add USD 0.74/kg for the 
processing cost and Philippine white shrimp will be priced at USD 2.80/kg, much 
higher than other exporting countries,” he explained.

High production costs

Mr Lacap attributes the industry’s production woes to two factors: rising cost of  
feed and electricity. While shrimp producers in China and Thailand receive huge 
subsidies from their governments, the scenario is different in the Philippines.

“Farmers here are trying to survive despite rising feed and power costs. 
Electricity accounts for 20-25% of  our production cost. If  only the government 
can subsidise at least 10% of  the power cost, that will be a big help to the 
producers,” he said.

Industry woes 

When it comes to value-adding, local consumers still prefer the ‘fresh’ varieties 
sold at wet markets, unmindful of  how the shrimp are handled. 

Mr Lacap said consumers should be educated about the value of  proper 
processing and sanitary handling. 

“Our trading place is HACCP compliant, so we assure our customers of  the 
quality of  our shrimp. After processing, our shrimp have 3-6 months shelf  life. 
Compare that to those that are sold in wet markets, where handling is suspect. 
Unfortunately, when consumers see frozen or chilled shrimp, they think these are 
not fresh like those in the wet markets. They do not know that frozen and chilled 
shrimp undergo strict and sanitary processing,” he explained.

Diseases, pollution and weather aberrations are additional predicaments for the 
already-beleaguered industry.

“Shrimp diseases that were previously only present in other countries are 
now endemic in ours. Polluted waters are also a big problem, and with the 
unpredictable rains, farmers are unable to harvest because the water is always 
high. These factors make it difficult to maintain shrimp ponds nowadays,” said Mr 
Lacap.

Better local market

If  exports are seemingly dismal, the opposite is true in the local market, which 
absorbs at least 20 tonnes/day. Priced from USD 2.4-3.70/kg, shrimp is a luxury 
food item in the Philippines. “Shrimp prices at USD 2.43/kg, even at USD 4/kg 
will always be attractive to consumers and they prefer shrimp over pork, poultry 
or fish. Shrimp getting a chunk of  the market from livestock and fish producers 
would present a problem for other proteins,” remarked Mr Lacap.

In the case of  black tiger prawn, the Philippines is competitive for the head-on 
(shrimps with heads) variety, comprising 5-10% of  the export market. However, 
more farmers prefer white shrimp over black tiger prawn as it is easier to produce 
in extensive farming. It can be farmed together with tilapia and milkfish. Also, 
black tiger prawns have higher mortality rates particularly during the rainy 
season.

Overall, Mr Lacap describes the country’s shrimp industry as ‘fragile’, but hopes 
for better days for the industry in the coming years.

Lito Lacap

Le Van Quang
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Minh Phu processes about 150 
tonnes of raw materials daily, of 
which 50-70% is processed into 
value-added products.

Mr Quang revealed that the 
company plans to build two more 
processing plants this year, each 
with an annual capacity of 40,000 
tonnes. Of the capacity, 50% will be 
allocated for value-added products.

Automation solves 
labour shortage

Although value-added products 
bear higher profits than raw shrimp, 
its proportion has not reached its full 
potential due to labour difficulties, Mr 
Quang said.

“We currently employ about 
10,000 workers in four processing 
plants, but for many years, we’ve 
not been able to increase this. It is 
difficult to find workers for shrimp 
processing,” he added.

To address this, Minh Phu is 
exploring increasing automation in its 
new processing plants with industry 
4.0 technologies.

“We have already tested higher 
automation in the plants that we 
will be building, and we expect to 
reduce labour by at least 50-70%,” 
Mr Quang said.

Market flexibility  

Minh Phu has four major export 
markets including the US, Japan, 
Canada and Australia. To serve these 
high demand markets, its processing 
plants are designed and built to 
produce a high proportion of value-
added products.

The company is also building a 
strong supply of semi-processed 
shrimp products for restaurant chains 
in its major markets.

“We prepare the shrimp according 
to our customers’ requirements. 
We make life easier for restaurant 
owners, so they only need to heat 
the shrimp and serve,” said Mr 
Quang.

In the retail sector, Minh Phu has 
the flexibility to use packaging, labels 
and logos according to customer 
requirements.

“Goods from Vietnam have been 
recognised for their quality globally, 
but if our customers have a strong 

brand, we are willing to enter into a 
manufacturing contract with them in 
which we will both benefit,” said Mr 
Quang.

Growing exports  

Since India started exporting value-
added shrimp products in early 2010, 
rating agency Icra said the quantity of 
value-added shrimp shipments have 
grown annually at 81% from 2229 
tonnes in 2013 to 23,973 tonnes in 
2017.

During the first four months of 
this year, India’s value-added shrimp 
contribution to the US increased to 
16.5%, Icra said.

Going forward, with more further 
processing facilities being setup by 

A ready-to-cook 
breaded prawn 
product of 
India’s frozen 
food producer 
Western 
Farmfresh.

shrimp processors, the rating agency 
expects the proportion of value-
added shrimp exports from India to 
rise further.

Meanwhile, another rating agency 
Crisil Ratings expect India’s total 
shrimp exports to nearly double 
to USD 7 billion by 2022, driven 
by strong demand, high quality, 
improved product mix and an 
increase in aquaculture area in 
Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Odisha and 
West Bengal.

“Strong volume growth and higher 
proportion of value-added products 
will bolster the operating profitability 
of several shrimp exporters,” Crisil 
Ratings Director Rahul Guha said. 
AM


