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Opportunities in industry are what 
you make of them. RDA, like many 
others, sees great potential for food 
production in this region.
At the industry level, primary Agriculture and 
Fishing plus Food and Beverage Manufacturing 
accounts for $1.5 billion of the total revenue for 
the Mid North Coast every year. 

This regional food industry employs more than 
four and a half thousand people and contributes 
around 15% of our region’s exports. It’s a sector 
worth investing in!

To capitalise on the opportunities in our food 
industries we need to work from gate to plate. 
If you want to talk more investment and jobs, 
then a push into value adding, food processing, 
packaging and exporting is where it needs to go. 

To see this industry grow, we need to move 
beyond being a commodity producer to being a 
business entrepreneur with a labelled, packaged 
product to sell to the world. That requires a whole 
new set of skills and a new way of thinking.

Fortunately, there are industry champions out 
there who are already leading the way and in 
this industry showcase we’ve highlighted many 
of these businesses as examples of what can be 
achieved. 

Our Champions of Food showcases some 
of the most innovative food producers and 
agribusinesses across the Mid North Coast, from 
large scale manufacturers to boutique producers.

Let’s face it, in the past, at the state and national 
level the focus has come off agriculture and has 
moved to other areas such as mining, but this is 
about to change dramatically. Finally, the decision 
makers are waking up to the fact that Australia’s 
niche is that we produce clean, quality food and 
we do it better than any country in the world.

“This regional food industry employs more 
than four and a half thousand people and 
contributes around 15% of our region’s 
exports. It’s a sector worth investing in!

In Australia and through the world, consumers 
are demanding clean, ethically produced fresh 
food, free of artificial chemicals and preservatives, 
and they are prepared to pay a premium for it. 
They want to know how it was produced and 
where it was produced. They want to meet the 
farmer and they want the farmer to be adequately 
remunerated for their hard work in delivering a 
superior product.

The Mid North Coast is blessed with a perfect 
climate, high rainfall and quality soils that 
produce lush pastures for grazing and abundant 
produce. Let’s work together to put agriculture 
and food production back on the agenda and 
become the food bowl we are capable of being.

Finally, my thanks go to our Communications 
Manager, Justyn Walker, for his hard work in 
producing Our Champions of Food.

Lorraine Gordon
CEO 
Regional Development Australia  
Mid North Coast

IntroduCtIon

3



HASTINGS

HARBOUR

PORT MACQUARIE

NAMBUCCA

KEMPSEY

GREATER TAREE

COFFS 

BELLINGEN

 
The Mid North Coast is situated half-way between Sydney and Brisbane. It 
comprises an area of 15,070 square kilometres between the Great Divide and 
the East Coast. 

Our region is made up of six local government areas: Coffs Harbour, Bellingen, 
Nambucca, Kempsey, Port Macquarie – Hastings and Greater Taree. It also 
includes the World Heritage Area of Lord Howe Island.

The agricultural landscape is typified by an abundance of 
rivers that feed lush hinterland and over one hundred 
kilometres of fertile coastal plains.

Food growers benefit from a moderate, subtropical 
climate typical of coastal areas and a high annual 
rainfall. The region’s principal water catchments 
are the Macleay and the Manning Valleys, 
situated within the Kempsey Shire and 
Greater Taree respectively.

The region provides ideal growing 
conditions for a wide variety of 
horticulture and livestock. Its seaside 
location and healthy river systems 
also present a perfect nursery for our 
aquaculture industry.

The food stories in this publication 
are only a small sample of  the 
produce that can be grown here. 

For more ideas on what you can 
cultivate here, view the Australian 
Government’s farm diversity 
website.

www.farmdiversity.com.au

the MId north Coast

http://www.farmdiversity.com.au


 
Food growers and producers on the Mid North Coast 
generate a total revenue of $1.5 billion a year. This 
represents 7.1% of the total revenue for our regional 
economy. The industry also employs 4,610 people1.

Food and Beverage Manufacturing is the largest sub sector of our region’s 
Manufacturing industry. Add in the Agriculture & Fishing sector, of a 
comparable size, and it’s clear the food industry is a crucial one for the Mid 
North Coast.

Food and Beverage Manufacturing has a particularly large flow on effect 
for the regional economy and for local jobs. Every time a new job is 
created in Food and Beverage Manufacturing, an additional 2 jobs are 
spawned in other industries.

Similarly, every new job in the primary industries of Agriculture and 
Fishing has the effect of creating a second job in other industries to 
service the increased demand.

Unfortunately, the structure of our economy is often focused around 
urban centres and more thought needs to be given to producers in rural 
areas. 

The region needs to invest in further research to define regional 
productive lands and aquaculture areas which will assist planning and 
development of sustainable food production into the future.

One exciting area of opportunity for our food producers is in exports, 
particularly to the Asian markets. Currently, our food-related regional 
exports total $690 million a year. This makes the food industry our third 
highest exporting industry and as you will see from the stories in this 
publication, there is plenty of room to grow. 

Quick Look
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Powered by REMPLAN.

1. Job numbers: ABS 2011

All other figures: ABS National 
Input-Output table and ABS June 
2013 Gross State Product NSW

Note: Food industry figures have 
been calculated by totalling the 
Food & Beverage Manufacturing, 
Agriculture and Fishing sectors.

eConoMIC snapshot

5



 
We’ve all heard of free range eggs, but 
is there a market for free range meat?  
If you ask Sandra Bannerman of  
Mayfield Farm the answer is: 
“Definitely!”

Siblings, Ian and Sandra Bannerman purchased 
Mayfield Farm back in October 2003. The 350 acre 
property is situated on the western edge of the 
Dorrigo plateau, an area renowned for its reliable 
rainfall and mild summers, making it ideal for 
grazing livestock.

“Our interest in free range, chemical free farming 
stemmed from a desire to produce safe, clean 
food for ourselves,” Sandra says. “The pigs 
followed, after research into free range pork 
production.”

Mayfield Farm produces a variety of free range 
meats and eggs, but pork is their primary product. 
They sell their gourmet produce at the farm gate 
and through local independent supermarkets, 
specialty shops and growers markets.

They don’t use any chemical fertilisers, herbicides 
or pesticides on the farm. Instead, their pigs are 
rotated between 12 different paddocks to assist in 
nutrition and the control of pests.

Rotating livestock on a regular basis might be 
labour intensive, but according to Sandra, this 
extra care translates into a happier animal and a 
better end product.

“Our customers consist of people who are very 
concerned about what they are eating and how 
our animals are grown and treated. It is great to 
have repeat customers who come and tell you 
that what they purchased last time was the best 
that they have ever tasted.” 

Sandra and Ian are so passionate about good 
animal husbandry that they took the step of 
becoming Humane Choice accredited. According 
to Sandra, the extra effort has become a real 
selling point.

“A lot of our customers had given up eating pork 
due to industrial farming practices. They want 
to know that the animals have had a wonderful 
outdoor life and have been able to practise their 
normal behaviours.”

“In marketing our own produce we needed to be 
able to assure the public that our animals are kept 
and cared for in the best possible manner.”

Pro
tei

n

MayfIeld farM



customers, who increasingly want to understand 
the provenance of their protein.”

These customers include many prestigious food 
outlets in Sydney, Brisbane, Melbourne, Adelaide 
and the ACT. 

While some of the product is sold locally, a lot is 
sent into Sydney each week where they supply 
some of the city’s best specialty butchers and 
restaurants.

“A couple of years back, Rockpool Restaurant in 
Sydney hosted some seriously famous overseas 
Chefs for a fundraiser and they were using our 
product,” Hayden recalls. 

“We got feedback from Thomas Keller that the 
duck livers were of the best quality he had seen 
anywhere. That made us feel pretty good.”

The roll call of hatted restaurants and celebrity 
chefs who seek out the produce from this 
unassuming farming couple is impressive. 

“Kylie Kwong does something really special 
with the Pekin duck. Her Szechuan duck was 
the ‘Hottest Dish in the Hot 50’ at the Delicious 
Produce Awards last year,” Hayden remarks.

Then comments: “We see Stefano Manfredi a bit. 
He loves to use our product in his restaurants as 
well. His most recent cookbook, Italian Food, has 
become a favourite with Beth in the kitchen.”

But being a micro producer in the fresh food 
market isn’t all glamour and comes with its share 
of anxious moments. They have endured floods 
and heatwaves, both of which impacted their 
stock. And people aren’t the only ones who crave 
fresh poultry.

“We have to work hard in managing predation 
by wild dogs and foxes,” Hayden says. “With a 
national park on our boundary, we see dingoes 
coming and going too frequently.”

Despite the challenges the business is forging 
ahead and looking at new opportunities. In recent 
times value added lines such as duck fat, rillettes, 
and pâté have become commercial realities. But 
Hayden believes the best is yet to come. 

“We see significant capacity to expand not only 
the existing output, but diversifying into other 
niche lines,” he says. 

“We have a vision for the farm catering to food 
trail tourism, coupled with a Chef’s Table dining 
experience. Clients could come and appreciate a 
unique paddock-to-plate experience.”

 
Travel 30 minutes north of Kempsey, 
then turn off towards Stuarts Point and 
you’ll find Burrawong Gaian Poultry 
Farm.

“Burrawong” has a 29 year history in poultry. 
The farm was originally developed to breed 
commercial quantities of quail, but in April 2012 
it was purchased by Hayden and Beth McMillan 
who at the time were operating Gaian Poultry and 
Game at Kundabung. Hence the name Burrawong 
Gaian.

Today, Burrawong Gaian Poultry Farm produces 
and markets chemical free, Humane Choice 
accredited pasture-raised meat chickens, ducks, 
geese, guinea fowl and duck eggs. In addition to 
Hayden and Beth, the farm employs a full time 
trainee and six casual staff.

“Our production model is what sets us apart from 
other free range operations,” Hayden says. 

“Being pasture raised, our birds are moved as a 
flock with their shelters, feeders, and water to new 
ground every few days. In this way they are grown 
out on fresh grass.”

Having a processing facility on site is an 
advantage as the animals can be caught and 
dispatched with a minimum level of stress. 
The farm also provides a service to the local 
community in processing birds for other small 
producers.

Burrawong Gaian process about 32,000 chickens 
a year and around half that number in ducks. 
Dressed weights equate to around 50,000 kg of 
chickens and 30,000 kg of ducks.

The mild, coastal climate the farm enjoys is an 
essential element of success. “We rely on the 
natural cooling effect of the sea breeze in summer 
and the relative warmth of the mild winter to get 
our birds out on pasture,” Hayden explains.

Ask Hayden and Beth and they’ll tell you they’re 
very proud of their paddock-to-plate philosophy.

“The average consumer doesn’t often know 
how their meat was raised, what it was fed, what 
ethical standards were applied to husbandry. 
Since you are what you eat, it made sense to us 
to have this information readily available to our 

Burrawong gaIan
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The Manning Valley is well suited to a 
variety of prime beef cattle. The more 
improved country is ideal for British 
breeds, while areas further from the 
rivers suit tropical breeds of cattle. 

Wingham Beef Exports have been processing 
prime quality beef since 1995, when Japanese 
company, Nippon Ham Foods, purchased the 
processing sites at Wingham and Macksville.

With almost 400 workers engaged across the two 
sites, Wingham Beef Exports is an important part 
of the local economy. 

Grant Coleman, General Manager of Wingham 
Beef Exports is full of praise for his many staff.

“Most of our employees are involved in processing 
meat through the various stages, with many 
performing very skilled work similar to qualified 
butchers.”

The quantity of meat they send to market is 
impressive. Last year alone, Wingham Beef Exports 
processed over 40 million kilos of beef. 

The vast majority comes from grass fed British 
breed cattle, well known for their predisposition 
to quality marbling. All the beef they process is 
hormone free and comes with Meat Standards 
Australia (MSA) grading, together with a 
tenderness guaranteed system that labels beef 
and provides recommended cooking methods.

According to Grant the most tender and 
flavoursome meat of all hails from the fertile 
Manning Valley and its surrounds.

“We are most proud of the cattle we can source 

locally from the hinterlands of the Manning Valley 
area and neighbouring Hunter Valley and New 
England tablelands. We may be a little prejudiced, 
but we believe this cattle stands up best at the 
table.”

All prejudice aside, the company casts a wide 
net in procuring top quality, fattened cattle 
for international and domestic markets. This is 
predominantly grass-fed cattle from the NSW 
Western and Southern slopes.

The company exports 70% of its product to 
Japan, USA, Europe, China and South East Asia. 
The remainder is sold to the Australian domestic 
market, which includes local butchers, restaurants, 
supermarket chains and McDonalds.

“But perhaps our finest moment was when 
Buckingham Palace proudly served our 
Wingham Beef Exports prime beef tenderloins 
at an official banquet hosted by the Queen.”

It seems the world just can’t get enough of 
Australian beef. As consumers demand to know 
more about where their food comes from and 
how it is raised, our local cattle farmers can hold 
their heads high.

“The Mid North Coast region can provide cattle off 
high quality grass pastures, providing a product 
that is ethically raised, with moist, tender and 
flavoursome eating quality.”

Around the world, Australian beef has earned a 
reputation of being “clean and green” which gives 
Aussie producers a competitive advantage. 

“Our premium brand Manning Valley Naturally 
fits the bill and is becoming internationally 
recognised as a brand that delivers a healthy, fine 
dining choice,” Grant says proudly.

The pride in their product is very evident and 
Grant is quick to point out that Wingham Beef 
Exports has won many prestigious awards at a 
state and national level for its MSA branded beef.

Saving the best till last, he adds: “But perhaps our 
finest moment was when Buckingham Palace 
proudly served our Wingham Beef Exports prime 
beef tenderloins at an official banquet hosted by 
the Queen.”

wInghaM Beef exports



MaCleay Valley raBBIts
 
Macleay Valley Rabbits is a family 
owned business that was established in 
1996 by John and Margaret James. 

“Originally we were looking for an alternative. My 
husband was a builder and was working away 
from home,” Margaret recalls. “He just said one day 
on the veranda, How about we farm rabbits? It 
started from there.”

What began as a very small operation with just 
30 breeding rabbits is now Australia’s premier 
producer of farmed rabbits. The farm employs 
four full time staff and up to four casuals at their 
on-site processing facility.

“Our farm couldn’t supply the demand that we 
had for the market, so then we were buying 
in from other farmers and still having them 
processed off-site. Then the processing fees just 
kept getting more and more, so we decided to 
bite the bullet and invest the money and we built 
our own plant.”

Today, they run 800 breeders, and produce 
around 600 rabbits for sale each week. They also 
process around 15,000 wild rabbits per year. 
Margaret says the demand for both products still 
far exceeds the amount they can supply.

Their rabbit meat has been sought after by 
top chefs around the country and was twice 
featured in the hit TV series MasterChef 
Australia. 

What was once considered a cheap and cheerful 
protein has become a sought after gourmet meat. 
Rabbit has the highest protein and the lowest 
cholesterol of any meat, making it an ideal choice 
for today’s health conscious consumer.

The relatively mild climate of the Macleay Valley 
is conducive to rabbit farming, which requires 
temperatures between -5°c to 28°c. Their rabbits 
are housed in temperature controlled sheds to 
ensure this temperature range is maintained 
throughout the year.

A special breeding program and crossing of three 
commercial rabbit varieties has given Macleay 

Valley Rabbits a greater resistance to disease. 
It also ensures a top quality meat rabbit with 
a consistent size and guaranteed tenderness. 
The grain pellets they use are hormone and 
preservative free and no chemicals are used in the 
processing.

Most of their produce is sold to wholesalers in 
Sydney, Brisbane and Melbourne, and specialty 
butchers in Sydney. They also sell rabbit pelts to 
the Akubra Hats factory in Kempsey.

Praised for their intense flavour and tender flesh, 
their rabbit meat has been sought after by top 
chefs around the country and was twice featured 

in the hit TV series MasterChef Australia. 

Celebrity chef, Luke Mangan, describes their 
rabbit meat as: “Fantastic. It’s got wonderful 
flavours; it’s one of my favourite meats. We sell 
bucket loads of this.”

For a couple of humble Macleay farmers, the 
accolades are seemingly endless: inducted into 
Sydney Magazine’s Food Hall of Fame; a Gold 
Medal in ABC’s Delicious produce awards three 
years running; and highly commended in the 
Vogue Entertaining and Travel Produce Awards.

Not that it’s all come easily. The business has had 
its share of anxious moments over the years, but 
unlike their rabbit meat, John and Margaret are 
pretty tough. 

“We have had some difficult times with the 
calicivirus, where we once lost all but 100 of our 
breeding stock to the disease. Hard to recover 
from that but we did.”

Our thanks to ABC’s Landline for their contribution to this story.
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After an initial trial in March, Norco is now 
exporting about 16,000 litres of milk a week, and 
the demand is growing.

“The Chinese consumers are very health 
conscious and knowledgeable (and perhaps 
somewhat wary of their domestic milk quality). 
With Norco’s proven capability to export fresh 
milk to China, coupled with the region’s clean, 
green reputation, Norco can capitalise on this and 
create a significant new market over time.” 

Norco believes the pipeline has the capacity to 
deliver more than 20 million litres of fresh milk to 
consumers in China within the first 12 months of 
operation.

Mark is quick to point out that while Chinese 
consumers may be paying as much as $8 a litre 
for their milk, not all of this money ends up in 
Australian hands. There are a lot of costs and 
processes associated with exporting fresh milk by 
air to the Chinese market.

“Norco does place a premium on the milk sold 
into the export market but at the moment our 
quantities of export milk as a percentage of our 
overall milk sales is quite small, so there is little 
impact on the price paid to Norco’s farmers,” Mark 
says.

However, the company hopes that in the future 
as foreign exports increase, these sales will drive 
better prices for our local dairy farmers.

This is by no means Norco’s first attempt at export. 

“In the past, Norco has sold ice cream to Japan 
and we are now exporting ice cream to China. 
There has also been a variety of dairy products 
(in small quantities) sent to The Philippines. The 
reaction to all of our products is overwhelmingly 
positive.”

 
Norco Co-operative Ltd was first 
established in 1895 as a central 
creamery, equipped with a mechanical 
separator and refrigeration plant that 
would allow dairy farmers to access 
better prices by working together.

Since those early days Australia’s dairy industry 
has seen a lot of advancement, but according to 
Mark Myers, Company Secretary of Norco, the 
co-operative model is as important to their dairy 
farmers today as it was back then.

“This principle of co-operation has stood the test 
of time and Norco has stayed true to its roots,” 
Mark says.

The Raleigh milk factory near Bellingen is one 
of two milk factories run by Norco (the other 
is located at Labrador in south east QLD). The 
Raleigh factory is dedicated to making dairy 
based products such as the range of Norco 
branded white milks, flavoured milks, cream, 
sour cream and custard. The factory produces a 
staggering 41 million litres of bottled milk every 
year.

Currently, 66 dairy farms supply milk to Norco’s 
Raleigh factory. These farms are spread across the 
Mid North Coast, from Taree and Gloucester up to 
Coffs Harbour.

“Our aim with the Raleigh and Labrador milk 
factories is to ensure that consumers all over the 
east coast of Australia have fresh drinking milk 
365 days a year.”

That focus on supplying Aussies with fresh dairy 
products has always been at the centre of Norco’s 
philosophy, but an increasingly global economy 
has opened up opportunities too big to ignore.

In April 2014, Norco made an announcement: 
they had begun flying fresh milk direct to 
Shanghai in China.

Previous attempts at export had been 
hampered by lengthy testing and quarantine 
procedures totally unsuitable to fresh milk. Then 
a breakthrough came when Norco’s exporters 
and Chinese officials negotiated special quality 
assurance protocols to accommodate the short 
shelf life of fresh milk. 

norCo

Neil Hudson, Raleigh factory manager, with Norco export milk
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In 1864, a young English immigrant 
named George Saxby established an 
aerated drinks factory in the town of 
Taree. 

Taree had less than 150 people when George 
Saxby arrived. Back then, Saxbys Stone Ginger 
Beer was packaged in ceramic bottles, filled and 
corked by hand and delivered in wheelbarrows.

150 years on and the fifth generation of 
descendants of George Saxby still own and run 
the Saxbys Soft Drinks factory in Taree. 

Ian Turner is the current CEO and a direct 
descendant.

“My great great grandfather was George Saxby, 
the founder of Saxbys Soft Drinks in 1864. I have 
worked at Saxbys since 1972 (as a school boy).”

Saxbys is Australia’s oldest family owned soft drink 
manufacturer. They employ 60 people at their 
facility, which operates from 5am to 9pm during 
summer, scaling back to a single shift during the 
winter months. 

The factory operates a single production line 
which produces up to 20 million bottles of soft 
drink per year.

“Our equipment is lower capacity than the major 
players which helps us to balance capital costs 
versus labour costs,” Ian explains. 

“A smaller line means we can afford to explore 
new packaging formats without huge set up 
costs.”

Being a regional operation, freight is a major 
cost factor, but Ian believes this is offset by lower 

land costs and a more cost effective and stable 
workforce.

Saxbys produces its own brands of traditional 
flavours as well as contract packing for others. In 
recent years they have added some new styles 
such as ginger lime and bitters, ginger and 
pineapple, ginger and cranberry, and fun seasonal 
styles like toffee apple, snazzberry and grape.

Today, Saxbys products can be found nationally in 
leading supermarkets and via a wide distributor 
network across the eastern seaboard. But Ian tells 
us the most common problem they still face is 
availability.

“My great great grandfather was  
George Saxby, the founder of Saxbys Soft 
Drinks in 1864.”

“Many people are asking where they can buy our 
products near them. We are continually looking 
for quality distributors throughout the country 
and additional grocery listings which are hard to 
find.”

The soft drink industry is famous for its large 
multinational competitors, which begs the 
question: how does a regional manufacturer 
manage to stay competitive for so long?

“Fortunately the major players like making money 
which leaves a bit of room for us to compete,” Ian 
replies. 

“I am sure they could squash any competitor on 
price if they wanted to.”

Ian remains stoic in the face of these global giants. 

“One of the majors is trying this tactic at the 
moment. We will ride out the storm while 
continuing to focus on the strength of our 
business.” 

It seems one of the advantages of having been 
around for 150 years is that you aren’t easily 
spooked. 

On that subject, back in 1964, a famous fizzy 
brown drinks company from the United States 
approached Ian’s grandfather, Roy Saxby, wanting 
to use the factory to bottle their own products 
under a franchise agreement.

As the story goes, Roy thought about it for a few 
minutes and then declined.

saxBys soft drInks



nestlé sMIthtown
 
The picturesque Macleay Valley has 
a claim to Australian folklore that 
few people living outside the area 
would know about. MILO was first 
manufactured here in 1934 at a Nestlé 
factory in the town of Smithtown that 
still operates to this day.

“Nestles” first bought the factory in 1921. It had 
been a dairy co-op centre for many years, located 
on the Macleay River so the boats could deliver 
milk from the dairy farms every morning. At the 
time, the site produced a number of condensed 
and dried milk products, until MILO became its 
major product.

In the early 1930s a new challenge had arisen: 
the Great Depression made it hard for many 
Australian families to provide adequate nutrition 
to their children. In response, Nestlé decided 
to produce a health tonic drink that would give 
children the vitamins and minerals they needed 
and still taste good enough that children would 
drink it.

“But it had to be made with what we already had,” 
says Luke Fisher, Factory Manager at the Nestlé 
Smithtown factory. 

“Ingredients like malted barley and fresh milk 
from Smithtown, and cocoa from Nestlé’s 
chocolate factory in Sydney.”

The challenge fell to a young trainee chemical 
engineer named Tom Mayne, who spent four 
years working on the health drink. Blending cocoa 
and malted barley into a dried health food wasn’t 
easy. The extra vitamins and minerals that are part 
of MILO had to instantly mix in when stirred – not 
just fall to the bottom of the glass. Working out 
how to grind them finer than talcum powder took 
years.

Finally, in 1934, Nestlé canned the first batch of 
MILO at Smithtown: just 480 kilograms on the first 
day. 

“Today, we’d make that in 20 minutes,” Luke tells 
us.

Eighty years on and MILO is a global brand, made 
in 40 countries and sold in more than a hundred. 

But the Nestlé factory at Smithtown, where it all 
began, still proudly produces the MILO we drink in 
Australia, as well as exporting to New Zealand. 

The Smithtown factory also produces a range 
of other popular Nestlé products, most recently 
the new NESCAFÉ Café Menu range. Around half 
of the raw materials used at the factory are still 
sourced locally, including barley, rice, sugar and 
milk powder.

A strong local employment pool and a long-
standing history of support from the local 
community are two key reasons for the site’s 
ongoing success.

“Typically we find that our employees stay for a 
long time. Average tenure currently sits at 13.5 
years, however, there are many members of the 
Smithtown “Quarter Century Club” and a number 
of employees who have worked at the site for 40+ 
years.”

In fact, one of their Boiler Operators has just 
celebrated 50 years of service with Nestlé 
Smithtown. There aren’t too many companies 
today that can boast that kind of staff loyalty.

Situated mid-way between key transport hubs in 
Sydney and Brisbane, and with close proximity 
to a major highway, the site is as commercially 
important today as it was in 1921.

So much so, that Nestlé has embarked on a major 
upgrade of the Smithtown factory which will 
officially open in November 2014. The opening 
will mark the completion of a project to broaden 
the factory’s production capability and improve 
efficiencies in the manufacture of their Café Menu 
and other products.

But no amount of expansion could ever 
overshadow the factory’s rich history as the heart 
and home of MILO.
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the organIC MarketIng CoMpany
 
The Mid North Coast provides an ideal 
environment for producing a variety 
of organic produce, including meats, 
vegetables, nuts, citrus and sub-
tropical fruits. 

Organic produce is one of the fastest growing 
segments of the food industry on the Mid North 
Coast and The Organic Marketing Company has 
been operating in this space for the past 7 years. 

The Organic Marketing Company was established 
to enhance the marketing opportunities of local 
organic farmers. It now represents 68 growers, 
most of whom reside on the Mid North Coast.

The Company supplies a wide range of certified 
organic produce to organic retail stores, interstate 
wholesale markets and direct store sales.

Tom Hackett, Chairman of The Organic Marketing 
Company, explains that the word “organic” doesn’t 
refer to the food itself, but how it is produced. 

“Organic farming methods require crops and 
animals to be grown without any artificial 
chemicals. This means not using pesticides, 
insecticides, herbicides, hormones or any 
artificial growth promotants. There are no cages 
for livestock; instead animals range as freely as 
possible.”

This organic method of farming has been 
widely linked to a variety of health benefits for 
the end consumer, and to long term farmland 
sustainability.

However, the concept of “organic” may mean 
different things to different people, so standards 
are needed. In Australia, a producer who grows 
and markets organic food can choose from eight 
independent certifying organisations to verify 
that their foods are genuinely organic.

In most cases organic farming is no more risky 
than conventional farming methods, though it is 
often more time consuming, particularly in areas 
like weed control. But the extra work involved is 
usually offset by higher returns at market.

Tom believes the Mid North Coast region’s mild 
climate and good rainfall is the reason for the 
concentration of organic growers.

Tom should know, he is one of them. His Kiwi 
Down Under Organic farm grows a range of 
certified organic produce but their signature crop 
is a variety of kiwifruit called “Delicious Dexter”, 
marketed as the world’s sweetest kiwifruit.

Tom and Marguerite moved to their farm back in 
1982 when they planted their first kiwifruit vines. 
They soon became dissatisfied with conventional 
methods of farming and started to investigate 
alternatives.

Their innovative approach to farming has birthed 
some clever marketing ideas over the years, 
perhaps one of the reasons Tom now heads up 
The Organic Marketing Company.

One example was the marketing of their under-
sized kiwifruit. The Hacketts recognised that these 
kiwifruit were good quality but too small for 
market requirements. So they developed a 500g 
punnet of small kiwifruit, perfect for school lunch 
boxes and named them “Piwifruit”. In this way 
they turned a loss into a premium product.

It is growers like Tom and Marguerite who are 
the backbone of the organic industry on the Mid 
North Coast; an industry that is seeing a growing 
demand for its produce.

As for The Organic Marketing Company, they are 
now looking to establish a pack house with value 
adding facilities which has the potential to double 
their turnover. 

Exporting is another major focus and they are 
working with growers to provide a consistent high 
quality product packaged for overseas markets.

“The demand for organic produce is increasing in 
that most stores are planning to have, or have, an 
established section in their produce throughout 
their range,” Tom says. 

“This is especially evident in large supermarkets 
where value added, pre-packed organic produce 
is available daily. This means organic produce is 
now more common in the average household.”

As consumers, both domestic and international, 
become increasingly inquisitive about the origins 
of their food, organic farming looks to be a 
sustainable choice not only environmentally, but 
also commercially.
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“We have tried to bring 
the customer to the farm, 
not send the farm to the 
customer,” Anthony says. 
“As such, we eliminate the 
downstream costs, so we 
can pass a little on to the 
customer and keep a little for 
the farmer. Everyone wins.”



 
A few minutes drive north of Port 
Macquarie, in the rural hamlet of 
Blackman’s Point, you’ll find Ricardoes 
Tomatoes and Strawberries. 

The farm is impossible to miss. Arched green 
houses 80m long surround a rustic farm gate shop 
and café.

Since its opening in 2001, Ricardoes Tomatoes 
and Strawberries has become a local institution. 
The farm is a family business owned by brothers 
Anthony and Richard Sarks.

“Ricardo is a nickname for Richard, and it’s also 
reminiscent of the Italian market gardeners who 
came to Australia in big numbers half a century 
ago,” Anthony explains. 

“We started out growing only tomatoes, so 
Ricardoes Tomatoes seemed to work.”

The inside of the facility is even more impressive. 
Tens of thousands of 3m tall tomato vines grow 
from hydroponic tubes, fed by a nutrient rich 
mix calculated to produce optimum results. A 
computer controls the precise amounts of feed, 
water, light, humidity and heat needed for peak 
quality and production.

This high tech operation dedicated to the humble 
tomato makes the Ricardoes story all the more 
appealing. According to Anthony, a qualified 
agricultural scientist, the greenhouse production 
provides much greater control over the growing 
environment. 

It also keeps a team of farmhands busy year 
round. Every day, leaves are examined under 
a microscope to ensure they’re pest-free. Staff 
work along the rows of spiring vines, picking the 
fruit as it ripens. From there, it is hand sorted and 
packaged in Ricardoes’ signature red net sacks, 
which allow the product to breathe, extending its 
shelf life.

Most of their sales come from the farm gate, 
though Ricardoes also supplies around 30 shops 
from Coffs Harbour to Forster and as far west as 
Walcha. “But NO bigger supermarkets,” Anthony 
insists. 

Instead, the business leans heavily on its farm 
gate philosophy.

“We have tried to bring the customer to the farm, 
not send the farm to the customer,” Anthony says. 

“As such, we eliminate the downstream costs, so 
we can pass a little on to the customer and keep a 
little for the farmer. Everyone wins.”

The loyalty from the communities they supply 
is well established. Red plastic nets filled with 
glowing red tomatoes are a familiar site in 
greengrocers, cafés and butchers across the 
Mid North Coast and particularly around Port 
Macquarie.

Balancing the brothers’ willingness to embrace 
innovation is an equal enthusiasm for food 
tourism.

One of their main tourist drawcards is a unique 
strawberry picking experience. Typical of their 
growing philosophy, it is a lesson in agricultural 
engineering. Visitors meander through a maze 
of vertical gardens with strawberries growing 
out of irrigated white tubes, beneath a towering 
greenhouse dome.

“We call it See, Touch, Taste,” Anthony says. “With 
so much awareness of environmental issues these 
days, it’s a great back-to-nature experience.”

In more recent times, Ricardoes has expanded 
into a range of novelty lettuce, salad and Asian 
greens. They also sell around 20 value added 
preserves and stock a wide variety of other local 
products at their farm gate shop and country café, 
Cafe Red.

It’s a significant achievement, though it hasn’t 
come easy. According to Anthony, “There’s no 
such thing as smooth sailing in small business.” He 
believes a lot of hard work, a friendly credit union 
and persistence have been important factors to 
success. That, and always being willing to learn.

“We have been going 11 years and we are still 
learning about tomatoes,” he remarks. 

“We’re very proud of the whole concept of what 
we are doing - bringing the customer to the farm. 
We give visitors more than one reason the visit 
the farm: our café, strawberry picking, tomatoes, 
local products and free farm tour are all part of 
the experience.”

rICardoes toMatoes & strawBerrIes

Photography: Lindsay Moller

Our thanks to Susie Boswell for assistance with this story.
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their experience growing bananas.

If you’re wondering what all the fuss is about, 
consider that this financial year alone, Oz 
Berries expect to sell over 14 million punnets of 
blueberries. 

That’s a turnover of around $50 million.

Far from a fleeting fruit fad, Kamaldeep is highly 
optimistic about the future of the local industry.

“We have seen growth of about 30% each year 
since 2001 and expect to see this continue for 
the next 5 years at least. If we can open up export 
markets, we could see this growth continue for a 
lot longer than that.”

The secret to the growers’ success is the Coffs 
Coast’s varied micro-climates which provide 
perfect year round growing conditions for 
blueberries. Traditionally, blueberries are 
harvested in a summer season that lasts from 
December until April. The Coffs Coast is the 
only place in the world where blueberries are 
harvested 12 months of the year.

“The climate is relatively frost-free but it has 
enough chill factor to promote flowering and 
fruiting,” Kamaldeep says. 

“The summer here is also not too hot to damage 
the fruit. With all the different varieties and 
growing techniques available, as well as the many 
different micro-climates of the Coffs Coast, this 
allows us to produce year-round.”

Currently, 80% of their blueberry crop is sold to 
the big supermarket chains and the rest is sold 
through the central markets.

Although there are impressive returns, blueberries 
are a demanding crop that needs to be monitored 
daily and the costs of establishment are high, 
with orchard netting and irrigation essential. And 
then there’s the labour cost. Each blueberry is 
handpicked and needs constant refrigeration until 
it reaches the supermarket chiller.

Kamaldeep also says local growers have voiced 
concerns over labour shortages for both skilled 
and unskilled workers. “Each season there is a 
scramble to find reliable picking labour.”

Despite the challenges, and whether you’re a 
fan of blueberries or of bananas, most would 
agree the letter “B” has been a good one for fruit 
growers on the Coffs Coast.

 
If you’ve driven through the Coffs 
Harbour region in recent years you 
might have noticed a change in the 
landscape. 

Many of those undulating green hills, once 
covered with leafy banana trees, are now cloaked 
in neat white nets as growers switch to a new crop 
that is quickly replacing the banana as the Coffs 
Coast’s claim to fame. 

Currently 80% of the blueberries we eat in 
Australia are grown on the Coffs Coast, making 
it the nation’s undisputed blueberry capital. It’s 
been labelled a blueberry boom. 

The banana industry started to decline in the 
1990’s as over-production in Northern QLD made 
it unprofitable for many growers. At the time a 
number of local farmers sold up, but others made 
the decision to diversify into other crops.

The Oz Berries Co-op was formed in 2001 by 
four growers who wanted to pack and market 
blueberries together. Today, Oz Berries consists 
of 85 growers spread across the Coffs Coast from 
Bonville to Halfway Creek.

Oz Berries operates all year round as a centralised 
packing house, employing 25 staff in the 
low season and over 100 at its peak. Most of 
their growers are part of a tightly knit Indian 
Sikh community based around the town of 
Woolgoolga, about 20 minutes north of Coffs 
Harbour.

Kamaldeep Singh Clair is the head of the Oz 
Berries Group. “We have three hand packing lines 
and two machine packing lines spread over two 
adjacent sheds.”

“We also have an in-house carton erecting 
machine as well as a fertiliser and chemical 
warehouse for our growers with associated 
storage spread over a further four industrial 
sheds.”

There are big advantages in growers packing and 
marketing together under the Oz Berries banner. 
They can offer customers long lines of quality fruit 
throughout the year, which allows them to be 
price setters rather than price takers. 

In that respect, growers say they have learnt from 

oz BerrIes



Food Facts
Blueberries have been labelled 
a “superfood”, high in fibre and 
vitamins, with very high levels 
of antioxidants. They have 
anti-inflammatory properties 
and are effective at lowering 
cholesterol. 
Research has suggested that 
blueberries could help to protect 
against a range of medical conditions 
including heart disease, stroke, 
dementia and diabetes.

The longer blueberries are left on the 
bush, the more their healthy properties 
develop. 

The first blueberries on the Coffs Coast 
were planted by the Johnson family in 
the early 1980’s and this original Corindi 
site remains operational today.

The extra supply over the summer 
months brings prices down and makes 
blueberries more affordable for the 
average family.

During peak harvesting times, as 
many as 3,000 Coffs Coast locals are 
employed in the industry.
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laBour & skIlls needs

A 2014 survey of regional food growers by NorthCoast TAFE has identified areas 
of labour and skills need within four of the North Coast’s most prominent 
horticultural industries: blueberries, bananas, avocados and macadamias.

The graphic below shows some of the challenges identified within the study, both crop-specific and 
those which are common to all or most crops.

Our thanks to Tony McGowan and 
NorthCoast TAFE for this information.

 � Labour shortages at 
peak harvest season

 � Loss of skills due to 
high churn

 � HR/Awards/paperwork

 � Huge jump in supplyBl
ue

be
rr

ie
s  � Finding new markets

 � Finding new products 
and niches

 � Fruit handling

 � Diversification to other 
crops

Bananas

 � Value-adding

 � Export

 � Machinery operation 
and maintenance

M
acadam

ias

 � Lack of skilled 
staff in areas such 
as working with 
heights machinery, 
maintenance and 
pruningAv

oc
ad

os

CoMMon Issues
 � Agronomy / over-use of 

fertilisers

 � Marketing, branding  
and social media

 � Raising productivity

 � Organic options

 � Clean, green, 
environmental issues

 � Sharing of machinery 
and labour adding value

Survey Findings

 � Labour needs are crop-specific, with blueberry farmers facing the greatest demand for harvesting 
labour and macadamia farmers the least. 

 � There is healthy demand across all sectors for skilled and semi-skilled workers. Blueberries and 
bananas are largely counter-seasonal to avocados and macadamias, so this requirement is relatively 
consistent year round.

 � Although farmers are comfortable using backpackers and other labour types, there is interest in a 
shared labour pool of semi-skilled locals, ideally available on a daily contract basis.

 � Industry associations should educate their growers on the Harvest Trail and/or consider collaborating 
to create their own “North Coast” harvest trail.

 � They may also wish to consider, as a collective group, local promotion to specific labour types. e.g. 
Empty-nesters.

 � Training of greatest interest included: agronomy, correct use of fertilisers, organics, pest management, 
and anything which promises to boost farm productivity or lower input costs. The more crop-specific, 
the better.

Bus
h F

ood
s



lillypilly (rieberry), finger limes, lemon myrtle and 
aniseed myrtle.

“The quantity of produce can vary, depending on 
the weather and the bees. In a year we produce 
between 2-3 tonne of Davidson plums, 4 tonne 
of macadamia nuts, 600kg of rieberry and around 
200kg of finger limes.” 

They also produce a variety of value added 
products like finger lime marmalade, Davidson 
plum vinegar and lemon myrtle dressing.

Dennis sells his preserves and condiments direct 
to the consumer at the farm shop and through 
selected retail outlets and farmers markets. 
The raw produce is sold to food producers 
and restaurants to create their own bush food 
offerings.

One of these regular customers is local celebrity 
chef Clayton Donovan.  “Clayton comes and 
collects a variety of produce but he does like the 
Davidson plum.”

Ask Dennis why he thinks the popularity of bush 
food is on the rise and he’ll tell you that for many 
people it’s still a first time taste experience.

“People are amazed at the flavours of our native 
foods. We still need to do more to educate people 
about our native foods, but we have increasing 
numbers of Asian people showing interest.”

Valley of the MIst

Some bush food producers near you:

Coffs Harbour: Bakarindi Bush Foods
Nambucca: Valley of the Mist
Kempsey: Pipers Creek Grove
Port Macquarie: Barbushco

Food Facts
Macadamias are Australia’s most 
famous bush food, taken and 
cultivated in Hawaii 100 years ago, it 
took a long time for Australian farmers 
to realise their value.

Now finger limes could be a similar boon. 
Selling for $25/kilo and up, these native fruit are 
becoming very popular in both domestic and 
Asian markets.

The secluded township of Talarm in 
the Nambucca Valley is home to a 
farm called Valley of the Mist, owned 
by Dennis and Marilyn Ryan. Dennis 
bought the property back in 1989 and 
turned it into a bush foods farm. 

Nutrient rich soil and high rainfall make Talarm an 
ideal location to grow bush food and everything 
on this farm is grown the natural way.

“We do not use chemical sprays but instead 
let nature do the work for us,” Dennis explains. 
“The orchard covers 6-7 acres; the rest is for the 
birds and animals as we use them in our farming 
methods as much as they use us.”

Dennis even goes as far as to plant what he calls 
“sacrificial” trees to attract the pests, and then the 
birds congregate there to feed on them. 

“As I say to people, you have to have the bad 
things to have the good things.”

On the farm Dennis grows a range of Australian 
natives like macadamia nut, Davidson plum, 
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Our thanks to Remy Tacnred for assistance with this story.

“I want people to know 
about the foods native to 
this land too. They aren’t 
novelty items or ornamental 
foods, they are just as usable 
in everyday kitchens as any 
of the ingredients from 
Europe or Asia.”



Clayton donoVan
 
Clayton Donovan is Australia’s first 
Indigenous “hatted” chef. He has 
built his reputation around a unique 
fusion of traditional bush foods 
with contemporary cuisine and is 
considered to be both a pioneer and 
one of the characters of Australian 
cooking. But ask Clayton about the 
origins of his success and he’ll point 
you back to his childhood memories. 

When Clayton Donovan was just four years old, 
his beloved Aunty Jess would take him foraging 
for bush foods around their home in Nambucca 
Heads; passing on the knowledge that had 
been shared through generations of Indigenous 
people. 

“Aunty Jess was really fond of jaaning, the sap 
from the black wattle tree that is eaten as a bush 
lolly,” Clayton recalls. “She would also show me 
where to get wild carrots, Warrigal greens, and 
various other things.

Back home, his mother would be recreating dishes 
from one of her many cherished international 
cookbooks, bringing to the table foods from all 
around the world. It was a fusion of cultures that 
left an indelible mark on the young boy, and one 
that would define his career as a celebrated chef 
and champion of Australian bush foods.

“When I was younger I’d always worked around 
food – washing dishes at the local restaurant, that 
type of thing, so I thought maybe I could go to a 
cooking school and learn to be a chef.”

It was as a young apprentice chef that Clayton 
learned about Kenneth Leung, head chef at 
Watermark in Balmoral, who was integrating 
traditional bush ingredients such as wattle seed, 
rosella, myrtles and finger limes into Asian and 
European inspired dishes. Soon Clayton was 
working at Watermark. “That’s when I thought 
‘Yep. This is for me. This is what I want to do’.”

Finally, in 2008, he opened his own restaurant in 
Nambucca Heads and named it Jaaning Tree after 
the bush food his Aunty Jess had shown him as 
a boy. The opening of Jaaning Tree introduced 
Clayton to a world of fellow bush food devotees 

that he hadn’t known existed. 

“From the day we opened, we had all these 
people arrive with boxes of native foods they had 
grown themselves, wanting me to do something 
with them.”

“One day this bloke walks in and says, ‘Hi, I’m 
Dennis Ryan, and I’ve been waiting for you for 
twenty years’. Denis and his family own Valley 
of the Mist, a working bush tucker farm near 
Macksville. I reckon he knows more about bush 
foods than anyone, and we’ve been mates, and 
worked together, ever since.”

Clayton believes a need for sustainable farming 
practices and a growing interest in local and 
native foods will see bush foods take their rightful 
place in everyday kitchens around Australia.

“Most of us have European spices or Thai spices 
in our pantries, and we know how to use them. 

I want people to know about the foods native 
to this land too. They aren’t novelty items or 
ornamental foods, they are just as usable in 
everyday kitchens as any of the ingredients from 
Europe or Asia.”

This year, Clayton and his wife Jane closed the 
permanent Jaaning Tree restaurant, opting 
instead to run pop up restaurants. “It’s great 
because we can create an event. We can choose 
a fantastic location and use what’s around us to 
create a menu.”

In recent times, Clayton has been sharing his 
passion for bush foods with a wider audience 
through his series on ABC, Wild Kitchen. The series 
showcases ways of looking at and cooking with 
native foods.

Ultimately, it’s the connection between food, land 
and people that inspires him.

“There are so many quirky producers out there 
doing really interesting things, so it’s great to be 
able to bring them to people’s attention.”
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The Nambucca River is an exceptional 
environment for growing Sydney Rock 
Oysters due to a healthy catchment 
system that supports good growth, 
survival, condition and taste. 

Sydney Rock Oysters are only found on the East 
Coast of Australia and oysters from the Mid North 
Coast region are amongst the best in Australia.

Prime Water Oysters is a new oyster farm with 
big ideas. The farm is located in a growing area 
known as Middle Nambucca, situated midway 
between the townships of Nambucca Heads and 
Macksville. It currently holds 600,000 oysters, up 
to half of which are harvested each season.

Owners, Matt Wassnig and Rob Hemsworth, 
worked as Aquaculture Scientists prior to entering 
the oyster industry.

“Oyster farming was attractive to us for several 
reasons including a great product, rewarding 
lifestyle and the opportunity for innovation,” Matt 
says.

It is this commitment to innovation that sets 
Prime Water Oysters apart. They plan to work with 
the National Marine Science Centre (NMSC) in 
Coffs Harbour to research and breed oyster larvae. 

The project will seek to understand how oyster 
larvae react to various environmental pressures 
such as a changing climate and increased 
agriculture within our river catchments. 

This research will help to outline the need for 
more hatchery culture and may be used to 
identify suitable locations for emerging hatchery 
and nursery operations.

Following this study, Prime Water Oysters aims 
to open a commercial hatchery to address 
the demand for oysters with superior growth 
characteristics and disease resistance.

“The first step in this project is to demonstrate the 
capability to breed larvae at the [NMSC] facility. 
We hope to achieve this before the end of 2014.”
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natIonal MarIne sCIenCe Centre
 
You can’t have innovation without 
the right information. Southern Cross 
University’s National Marine Science 
Centre (NMSC) in Coffs Harbour is a 
local hub of scientific research for our 
aquaculture industry.

The NMSC has been involved in commercial 
aquaculture research since 2007 when it received 
a Federal Government grant to expand the facility. 
It now boasts a multi-species hatchery where 
breeding and research is conducted on a variety 
of marine species and seaweeds.

The NMSC houses 20 staff and has approximately 
20 postgraduate students undertaking research 
projects at any one time.

Dr Ken Cowden is the Aquaculture Operations 
Manager at the NMSC. 

“The location of the NMSC (adjacent to the 
Solitary Islands Marine Park) is unique in that 
it supports an enormous diversity of marine 
life, owing to the confluence of tropical and 
temperate water currents. This allows researchers 
to grow and study a vast range of marine species.”

One such species is the sea urchin. While virtually 
unknown in Australian cuisine, edible sea urchins 
are highly prized in Japan, China and Korea.

“The particular sea urchin that we are growing 
is a species that is also native to Japan and has 
received the thumbs up from Japanese seafood 
importers,” Ken says. 

Currently, most of the sea urchin market is 
supplied by wild caught animals, but this supply is 
diminishing, while the demand in Asia continues 
to grow. 

Elsewhere, commercial breeding trials of sea 
urchins have focussed on slow growing, cold 
water species, but Ken explains their research is 
based on tropical sea urchins.

“This is exciting as they grow very quickly 
compared to their cold water cousins and it is 
possible to get a product to market in under 9 
months. The Mid North Coast is the perfect place 
to grow this species, as long as a site with good 
quality seawater is available.”

The Centre has also been at the forefront of 
research into another species, more familiar to the 
Australian palate. Mulloway (commonly known 
as jewfish) is a premium quality fish, revered by 
Indigenous Australians as “the greatest one”.

Traditionally an ocean-farmed species, Mulloway 
also thrive in brackish water which makes them 
an ideal candidate for trials in land-based pond 
farms, such as those used by Australian prawn 
farmers.

So when a farmer in Yamba approached the NMSC 
for help in transforming a prawn farm into a farm 
for mulloway, they were only too happy to assist.

“We supplied 40,000 fingerlings grown from 
mulloway eggs supplied by the NSW Department 
of Primary Industries and conducted research 
into optimal feeding strategies and hatchery 
production. We then helped the farm to set up its 
own hatchery so it is now self-sustainable in terms 
of fingerlings.” 

Their study showed that production rates of 
mulloway farmed in this way approach 14 tonnes 
per hectare, and the fish reach market size within 
2 years.

“The farm is now going from strength to strength 
and supplies high-end restaurants throughout 
NSW with fresh mulloway,” Ken adds.

With a successful trial under their belt, the NMSC 
now has its sights set on bringing mulloway 
production to the Mid North Coast.

“Discussions are underway with the new owner of 
Repton Prawn Farm, to the south of Coffs Harbour, 
to help with the reinstatement of this farm, either 
for prawn or mulloway production.”

Contributors: Dr Jeff Guy, leader of the mulloway research program; and Dr Symon Dworjanyn, research leader for the urchin project. 25



David Scott and his wife Susie 
Snodgrass own and operate Red 
Dirt Distillery in the town of Dorrigo. 
Although a boutique producer, they 
manufacture an impressive range of 
spirits and liqueurs, but their claim to 
fame is that they make Australia’s only 
potato vodka.

The couple had been producing wines from a 
variety of different fruits for many years. Then 
in 2007, they made the decision to apply for a 
Distillation Licence to enable them to produce 
spirits from these wines.

David describes the decision as something of an 
epiphany. “Our early distillation research revealed 
a good transfer of complex flavours. Although our 
yields were low, the quality of the spirits we were 
producing was extremely high.”

The core of their products is the Dorrigo Sebago 
potato, grown in the rich red ferrosol soils of the 
Dorrigo plateau.

There are only a handful of commercial potato 
vodka producers in the world, so David had to 
do all his own research. All of their production 
is done by hand and according to David, the 
attention to detail achieves spectacular results.

“We have had Russian and Polish tourists declare 
our vodka to be the best they have ever tasted. 
We have had Master Distillers from the United 
Kingdom beg for the secret of how to produce 
a vodka full of flavour and warmth but with no 
burn.”

The range of products they produce includes 
Italian inspired Lemoncello, Centerbre, Nocino 
and Mandarinetto and many other liqueurs.

“We are particularly proud of our flagship product, 
Dorrigo Potato Vodka. However, Snoddy’s Gin is 
rapidly gaining a very appreciative following.”

Their products are sold direct from the cellar door 
and via an online shop, but according to David, it’s 
not all about sales when you are doing something 
like producing Australia’s only potato vodka.

“The majority of people who walk into what 
appears to be a cafe in a small village are not 
expecting to see gleaming stainless steel tanks 
and bottles full of coloured liquids.” David laughs.

“Hot chips, mate? Sorry, we drink our potatoes 
here.”
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ausBuff stuff
 
Farming livestock certainly isn’t the 
easiest job, so you’ve got to take your 
hat off to someone who decides to 
farm water buffalo. And that’s exactly 
what Kim and Ian Massingham set out 
to do when they purchased their 300 
acre farm at Eungai.

“We have been operating as Ausbuff Stuff for 6 
years, after a trip to Italy where we were offered 
some buffalo mozzarella,” Kim recalls. 

“It was one of those moments when it was said, 
‘Hey let’s get a buffalo when we get home!’ And to 
our credit or craziness we did it.”

They currently farm around 70 head of dairy 
buffalo and produce a range of buffalo cheese, 
yoghurt and gelato. 

“We currently make soft to semi-soft cheeses, 
but have experimented with hard cheeses like 
cheddar and parmesan. Our gelato I believe is the 
product that stands out the most with flavour and 
texture, and our yoghurt is in demand too.”

“We started selling meat as we have steers and 
the customer interest was there,” Kim adds.

Their herd of half-tonne water buffalo free range 
around the farm, contained within heavy duty 
electric fencing.

“Buffalo are a very interesting animal with 
individual personalities. The majority of the time 
they are calm natured and very much a routine 
animal. However, they are at times challenging,” 
Kim cautions. 

“We have to remember that we do things in 
Buffalo time.”

Buffalo are an unfamiliar species in Australia 
but when Kim and Ian started delving into the 
properties of the milk and meat they saw an 
opening in the market.

Water buffalo milk has been widely used in 
Europe and other parts of the world for centuries 
and is the essential ingredient to good Italian 
mozzarella cheese. 

The milk is highly nutritious with 58% more 
calcium than cow’s milk, more protein and less 

fat. It is naturally A2 protein and is a rich source of 
iron and vitamin A. 

However, the quantity of milk a buffalo cow 
produces is much less than a dairy cow, so it’s a 
premium product. 

The meat is also a healthy alternative, rich in 
proteins, with only 1.8% fat. In addition, Buffalo 
meat contains high levels of iron, zinc and 
omega-3 polyunsaturated fats. It has a similar 
flavour and texture to beef, with a naturally darker 
pigmentation. 

The farm processes around 6 thousand litres of 
milk a year for its cheese, gelato and yoghurt, and 
around 3 thousand kilos of meat.”

Ausbuff Stuff sells its unique buffalo products 
through the region’s many farmers markets and 
they are now looking at selling through selected 
shops as well.

Despite the new flavour experience, the vast 
majority of Australians love their products and are 
very excited about the range of health benefits.

“We have found, to date, that people with dairy 
intolerance are fine with buffalo milk. We will 
often have a parent phone us excited that their 
child didn’t have a reaction.”

However, easy is not a word Kim would use to 
describe their business journey to date.

“Challenging is a good one to describe our 
animals, equipment, learning how to process the 
milk into product; and then there’s the selling. 
There have been moments when the hands go up 
in the air, but they come back down and after a 
deep breath you get on with it.”

“I must say the local community has supported 
us in such a way that I couldn’t imagine being 
anywhere else.”
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Talk to anyone in the Manning Valley 
about where to go to sample some of 
the region’s best produce and they’ll 
point you to Bent On Food, in the town 
of Wingham.

Bent on Food is the creation of Donna Carrier and 
has been promoting local produce through its 
shop, café and cooking school since 2004. Donna 
says her passion for fresh local produce came 
from her childhood.

“I grew up in the Manning Valley and lived on a 
property with a huge vegetable garden and a 
home surrounded by fruit trees. My grandmother 
lived in the family home, she was a wonderful 
cook with a green thumb and she taught me the 
importance of fresh produce.”

So after working for many years with renowned 
Australian wineries and restauranteurs, Donna 
brought her knowledge and ideas back home to 
the Manning Valley.

Bent On Food supplies a wide range of local 
produce including condiments, oils and cheeses. 
They retail 12 products in their own Bent on 
Food range, as well as The Other Chef Fine 
Foods, Honeycomb Valley honey, Natures Gold 
honey, Hand n Hoe macadamias, Ruby Lou’s and 
Comboyne Culture cheeses. 

The café stocks Cassegrain Wines, Great Lakes 
Wines and Saxbys soft drinks. They also have a 
business arm which delivers hampers all over 
Australia to corporate customers.

 “Local honey is really popular at the moment. And 
people love local eggs and love it that we name 
the producers. Customers are getting quite savvy 
and ask questions about the origins of their food.”

The on-site café and cooking school is yet another 
way to showcase local produce at its finest.

“The customer’s experience is enhanced by the 
strong paddock to plate experience where people 
can purchase what they eat, or even purchase 
similar plates that they just ate off!” Donna laughs.
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other ChaMpIons

 � Bago Vineyards, Bago

 � Bakarindi Bush Foods, Corindi Beach

 � Barbushco, Lorne

 � Bellbowra Organic Farm, Bowraville

 � Black Duck Brewery, Port Macquarie

 � Blue Berrylicious, Woolgoolga

 � Booma Boer Goats, Dorrigo

 � Cassegrain Wines, Port Macquarie

 � Coastal Avocados, Fishermans Reach

 � Coffs Harbour Fish Co-Op, Coffs Harbour

 � Comboyne Culture, Comboyne

 � Eversons Food Processors, Frederickton

 � Ghinni Wines, Ghinni Ghinni

 � Grande Verge Alpacas, Kempsey

 � Green Leaf Farm, Kempsey

 � Hastings River Oyster Farmers, Port Macquarie

 � Hokubee Australia, Wauchope

 � Honeycomb Valley Farm, Nabiac

 � It’s Wild Seafood, Coffs Harbour

 � Jack’s Eggs, Lanitza

 � Kindee Valley Farm, Kindee

 � Lorne Valley Macadamia Farm, Lorne

 � Marrook Farm, Elands

 � Nambucca Macnuts, Macksville

 � Near River Produce, Pappinbarra

 � Peak Coffee, Port Macquarie

 � Pipers Creek Grove, Dondingalong

 � Stones Oysters and Seafood, Coopernook

 � The Little Brewing Company, Port Macquarie

 � The Other Chef Fine Foods, Port Macquarie

In selecting stories for this publication, we surveyed a wide range of industry 
stakeholders. From these suggestions we selected a range of stories from across 
the various localities and food industries of the Mid North Coast region.

Unfortunately, it was not possible to mention every food producer or agribusiness. We would like to 
acknowledge some of the other local businesses who were recommended to us by their peers.
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slICe of haVen
The Slice of Haven food and wine festival is held on the scenic 
riverbank at Laurieton, on the fourth Sunday in May. It celebrates 
the finest local produce, chefs and entertainment on offer in a 
family friendly, picnic atmosphere.

Up to 16,000 people flock to Slice of Haven each year to sample 
the gourmet food, wine, beer and coffee on offer from over 80 
stalls. Proudly local, the festival challenges stallholders to source 
90% of their produce from within a 60 “food” mile radius.

A fun theme is chosen for the festival each year, so each event 
has its own unique flavour.

The Slice of Haven promotes the relaxed, friendly, gourmet 
lifestyle of the Camden Haven. It is a festive experience with a 
dollop of indulgence and a dash of quirky.

tastIngs on hastIngs
Tastings on Hastings is a culinary celebration of the fresh 
produce, wines, beers and chefs of the region.

Born from the Hastings Farmers Markets, this signature event 
welcomes 15,000 visitors each year to the banks of the Hastings 
River in Port Macquarie.

The festival attracts around 100 exhibitors from within a 100 mile 
radius to showcase and sell fine local food, wine and beer.

Celebrity chefs are a regular feature at Tastings. Visitors rub 
shoulders with their culinary heroes, like Justine Schofield, Adam 
Liaw, Serge Dansereau and Peter Kuruvita and sample their take 
on our local produce.

But the real stars of the show are the food producers who 
just revel in explaining how their food was made and in 
recommending the best way to prepare and enjoy it.

toast urunga
TOAST Urunga has developed into the Coffs Coast’s biggest and 
brightest food festival. Held annually on Father’s Day, TOAST 
attracts 8,000 hungry festival goers to Morgo Street Reserve in 
Urunga, at the mouth of the Kalang and Bellinger rivers.

The festival showcases over 70 stalls, celebrating the gourmet 
foods, wines and craft beers of the Mid North Coast.

Travel the world of flavours in a day, from Australia to Spain, 
Vietnam, Japan and Africa. Wash down curries, sushi and Greek 
pites with Aussie wines and boutique beers. Sample sweet 
Mediterranean treats with fine teas and coffee. 

Visitors relax in the shade with a beverage of choice and a platter 
of fine food, while enjoying the acoustic melody of live musicians.
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Coffs Coast growers Market
City Centre, Harbour Drive 
Coffs Harbour, New South Wales

Every Thursday, From 8.00am - 3.30pm

BellIngen growers Market
Luncheon Hall Bellingen Showground (off Hammond Street) 
Bellingen, New South Wales

2nd & 4th Saturday of the month, 8.00am-1.00pm

MaCksVIlle produCers Market
River Street 
Macksville, New South Wales

2nd & 4th Saturday of the month, 8.30am-12.30pm

keMpsey growers Market, keMpsey

96 Belgrave Sreett 
Kempsey, New South Wales

2nd Saturday of every month, 8.00am-12.00pm

hastIngs farMers Markets, wauChope
Wauchope Showground, High Street, 
Wauchope, New South Wales

4th Saturday of the month, 8.00am-12.00pm

taree CIty farMers Market
154 Commerce Street, Taree PCYC, 
Taree, New South Wales

2nd Saturday of the month, 8.00am-12.00pm

taree farMers Market
Johnny Martin Oval, Macquarie Street 
Taree, New South Wales

3rd Thursday of the month

Growers Markets



Industry ContaCts

M I D  N O R T H  C O A S T  N S W

Our Champions of Food was prepared by: Regional Development Australia Mid North Coast.

T: 02 5525 1500 | E: admin@rdamidnorthcoast.org.au | www.rdamnc.org.au

Want to open a food production business on the Mid North Coast? 

Contact one of our six local councils:

Coffs Harbour City Council
T: 02 6648 4000 | E: coffs.council@chcc.nsw.gov.au | www.chcc.nsw.gov.au

Bellingen Shire Council
T: 02 6655 7300 | E: council@bellingen.nsw.gov.au | www.bellingen.nsw.gov.au

Nambucca Valley Shire Council
T: 02 6568 2555 | E: council@nambucca.nsw.gov.au | www.nambucca.nsw.gov.au

Kempsey Shire Council
T: 02 6566 3200 | E: ksc@kempsey.nsw.gov.au | www.kempsey.nsw.gov.au

Port Macquarie Hastings Council
T: 02 6581 8111 | E: council@pmhc.nsw.gov.au | www.pmhc.nsw.gov.au

Greater Taree City Council
T: 02 6592 5399 | E: gtaree@gtcc.nsw.gov.au | www.gtcc.nsw.gov.au

Mid North Coast Regional Food Forum

This regional Food Forum aims to address key issues identified in consultation with the food industry. 
These include:

 � Developing a local/regional brand to provide customers assurance that they are supporting the local 
food industry.

 � Identify ways to support business innovation.

 � Identify alternative financing options.

 � Showcase opportunities for young people in the food industry.

 � Industry networking opportunities.

Contact Coffs Harbour City Council for more information.

mailto:admin%40rdamidnorthcoast.org.au?subject=Enquiry%20from%20Champions%20of%20Food
http://www.rdamnc.org.au
mailto:coffs.council%40chcc.nsw.gov.au?subject=Enquiry%20from%20RDA%20Champions%20of%20Food
http://www.chcc.nsw.gov.au
mailto:council%40bellingen.nsw.gov.au?subject=Enquiry%20from%20RDA%20Champions%20of%20Food
http://www.bellingen.nsw.gov.au
mailto:council%40nambucca.nsw.gov.au?subject=Enquiry%20from%20RDA%20Champions%20of%20Food
http://www.nambucca.nsw.gov.au
mailto:ksc%40kempsey.nsw.gov.au?subject=Enquiry%20from%20RDA%20Champions%20of%20Food
http://www.kempsey.nsw.gov.au
mailto:council%40pmhc.nsw.gov.au?subject=Enquiry%20from%20RDA%20Champions%20of%20Food
http://www.pmhc.nsw.gov.au
mailto:gtaree%40gtcc.nsw.gov.au?subject=Enquiry%20from%20RDA%20Champions%20of%20Food
http://www.gtcc.nsw.gov.au
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