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Will Japan’s nonvegans bite on plant-based yogurt?

brand is the only supplier in the market,
selling exclusively in Aeon and Aeon-style
supermarkets.

Manufactured in Yamanashi Prefecture,
available online and shipped directly to con-
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Cocono founder Justin Mackee
is betting big on small batches
bursting with major flavors
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ustin Mackee is neither vegan nor
vegetarian.

He takes care to emphasize this other-
wise unremarkable fact. It'san obvious
assumption to make about someone

who has just crowdfunded Cocono, a plant-
based, small-batch coconut yogurt venture.
But his reasons for starting the company
weren't complicated.

“Itblew my mind,” says Mackee of the first
time he tried coconut yogurt duringa 2018
trip to Australia. “It was a very instant feel-
ing of, Twish I could have this in Japan. Why
can't we have this in Japan?”

A yogurt business may seem like an
unlikely match for a 41-year-old risk man-

sumers, Cocono’s yogurt contains four ingre-
dients: unsweetened coconut milk, kanten
(agar), live vegan cultures and konjak flour.
Thisisafar cry from Mackee's original vision.
Back in 2018, the plan had been to test the
market withimported yogurt from Australia,
but yogurt can’t be shipped by sea because
itcontains live probiotics. It would have had
to be flown in, meaning high financial and
environmental costs.

“This wasaround the time (environmental
activist) Greta Thunberg started protesting,”
he explains. “When I realized I was thinking
about a business that would involve flying
yogurt around the world, it just didn’t feel
right.”

But the idea never left Mackee. Let Tokyo
Eat Cake had reminded him of the joy food
can bring to people’s lives and reignited the
spark of that initial idea. Toward the end of
2020, Mackee began experimenting with
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positivity.”

Before Cocono, Mackee worked to raise
money for charity through Let Tokyo Eat
Cake, abakery and delivery service he started
in 2020.

Valued at $33.3 million in 2019, Japan’s
market for plant-based alternative foods
has seen steady growth in the last decade,
with plant-based yogurts representing 21%
of this market. The overwhelming major-
ity of these products are soy milk yogurts,
with afew almond and rice offerings. Coco-
nut yogurt remains an exceptionally niche
product —besides Cocono, the Fruta Fruta

is almost double the price of Fruta Fruta’s
product on a gram-for-gram basis.

Nevertheless, there are virtually zero
options for yogurt consumers who want to
avoid single-use plastics or foil packaging.
Even with the price premium, going plastic-
free is worth it to Mackee, and he believes
more and more consumers will feel the same.

“It's up to brands and businesses to offer
the right kind of options,” he says. “That’s
the best way to have a bigger impact on con-
sumer behavior.”

It's still early days but there’s clearly a
demand for this kind of product. For one,

Mackee was able to crowdfund nearly ¥3
million to jumpstart the company. Sales
have also been steady: Thus far, they've had
two production runs of 1,200 jars that have
sold out each time, with hundreds of first-
time buyers across Japan encountering the
yogurt through Instagram ads.

Mackee has also continued his charitable
efforts with Cocono. From each produc-
tion run, he donates 70 to 100 jars to orga-
nizations like local kodomo no shokudo

(children’s cafeterias) that support finan-
cially-disadvantaged families.

Cocono is a one-man operation for the
most part with a few part-timers working
on marketing and administration. While
Mackee is looking into securing potential
investmentsand hiring more employees on
a full-time basis, like all things in life, it's a
question of finding the right people.

Beyond yogurt, Mackee has many ideas
he’sitching to bring to life under the Cocono

banner, like a coconut milk-based kefir drink,
acoconutyogurt fermentation kitand health
food bars thatactually taste good.

“(The goal is) making genuinely delicious
plant-based products,” Mackee says. “The ulti-
mate test for that (is whether) people who are
notvegan or vegetarian want to eatit.”

Butfirst, he’s going to focus on the coconut
yogurt.

“I'mconfident thatas longas I can get peo-
pleto try it, they’ll like it.”
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