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EXP: Now that the preliminary 
investigations have revealed what 
took place – what’s your view of the 
whole Fonterra whey scare and the 
way it was handled?
Andy: Firstly, isn’t hindsight a great 
thing! It is very easy to look back at 
what has unfolded and pass critical 
judgement; however the first thing I’d 
emphasize is the need to be cautious 
passing blame given the various audits 
and investigations underway to really 
uncover the facts about this debacle. I 
think anyone in the food industry is most 
likely questioning how and why batches 
of non conforming specification product 
could not have been embargoed/
quarantined from the supply chain at the 
time to be entirely confident in the whey 
quality. Meanwhile the secure supply 
of product within spec could continue 
until further definitive tests of subject 
batches either confirmed absolute safety 
or product could be formally rejected. I 
think this is the million dollar question 
that requires detailed root cause 
analysis. The somewhat dynamic testing 
situation at the time certainly has not 
helped the situation.

A recall is a food manufacturer’s 
worst nightmare so I have total empathy 
for the Fonterra team and all impacted 
parties; particularly the stress it must 
have caused consumers. It was huge 
relief that in the end no babies were 
harmed and the severity of the food 
safety risk was eliminated via subsequent 
tests. The CEO’s stance that it was 
better to err on the side of babies safety 
and take total precaution in a recall in 
this instance illustrates the appropriate 
duty of care in regard to protecting 
public safety. It was unfortunate that 
information and data became available 
in a rather adhoc manner which is never 
ideal in such crises and led to lags in 

transparency on exactly what the status 
was. The resultant communications 
in the public domain led to confusing 
information which exacerbated consumer 
concern. 

It’s very unfortunate, given all the 
stress for multiple parties, that in the 
end it was a storm in a tea cup and there 
was no actual food safety risk. However 
the testing processes at the time did not 
give this clarity so this needs scrutiny 
to gain confidence for the future. I think 
it would be a frustrating turn of events 
for the Fonterra board, management 
and farmer shareholders and customers 
to have absorbed such a negative hit, 
despite in the end the products’ safety 
being vindicated. No one wins from such 
situations; in the end its an awful waste 
and brand damage all around.

In summary, I believe Fonterra did 
the right thing but would likely accept 
that the execution in handling things 
could have been more adept. That being 

the case, what is the opportunity in the 
crises for them? And NZ for that matter? 
Hopefully their internal review coupled 
with the external ones will lead to 
greatly improved protocols, systems and 
quality assurance that ensures this can 
never happen again – with the added 
benefit of Fonterra’s overall standards 
rising beyond their existing strong 
reputation prior to the recall. As soon 
as possible we all want to see stability 
and restored faith in New Zealand food 
products, production systems, ‘Dairy NZ’ 
and most importantly ‘Brand NZ’ as the 
collateral damage and adverse knock-on 
effects of this scare should be of great 
concern to New Zealand. 

EXP: What would you like to see 
happen to ensure such an event never 
happens again?
Andy: It is healthy and critical that 
multiple enquiries have been triggered. 
They need to be comprehensive and 
identify pragmatic and effective solutions 
to ensure we constantly lift our game 
as a nation regarding food safety 
systems and biosecurity matters. I just 
hope it’s not an academic exercise. 
Fonterra contributes a somewhat 
alarming percentage of New Zealand�s 
GDP. This is a significant risk for our 
economy so it’s critical we strive for 
perfection in this arena to uphold our 
reputation as a producer of world-class 
and safe food products. 

It would be illogical to simply place 
the onus on Fonterra to lift its standards 
and systems alone, given a ‘big picture’ 
objective view (when considering their 
massive scale) is they are right up there 
with the best already. What we need 
is for all food producers to adhere to a 
consistently high standard of quality and 
due care with continuous improvement 
our mantra. In this regard MPI, as 

Green Monkey ‘business arkitect’ Andy Macbeth ponders the fall-out from Fonterra’s 
recent whey contamination ‘false alarm’ and its impact on other dairy product exporters.

 FEATURE

the governing body, is instrumental in 
setting and monitoring such standards 
and will need to be outstanding in their 
execution of responsibilities (very topical 
at present). And I believe the same care 
and attention applies to all New Zealand 
food producers – it is for this reason I 
believe a more collaborative model is 
the only way forward to best manage the 
risks of dropping the ball again.

EXP: What was the short-term impact 
on Green Monkey sales and what is 
likely to be the long-term impact?
Andy: Given we were just in the process 
of manufacturing/shipping our first order 
of milk formula to China we had some 
very anxious moments. Fortunately, we 
had invested substantial energy into 
building a very strong relationship and 
a high degree of trust with our Chinese 
customer. This situation reinforced 
the importance of who we teamed up 
with as we found by keeping them well 
informed of the situation at all times 
they managed to keep a very cool 
head and not overreact. That said, we 
have our concerns about the adverse 
impact on the quality reputation ‘NZ 
Inc’ has worked so hard to build over 
many years. We have heard examples of 
some exporters (particularly if working 
via traders) being severely impacted. 
I believe our sales will be negatively 
impacted in the shorter term. This is 
hardly surprising given the magnitude 
of the issue and is the last thing ‘NZ 
Inc’ and our high quality dairy industry 
needed given the years of investment 
to build such a strong and sought after 
brand (particularly in our strong suite of 
food production). The clear danger of our 
dairy industry being such a substantial 
portion of our Export GDP is the adverse 
consequences if we don’t manage 
the entire sector diligently – there is 
certainly no room for complacency. 

It’s too early to call the longer term 
impact [of the whey scare]. I suspect it 
will stabilize due to significant ongoing 
demand for New Zealand dairy products 
but we need to keep our eye on the ball. 
I also believe we need more proactive 
face-to-face time with senior government 

officials in China to show respect and 
reinforce that we’ve solidified safety.

EXP: What gains and successes has 
Green Monkey had in export markets 
in recent times?
Andy: Our primary focus has been 
China, so the recent breakthrough 
in successfully navigating this recent 
storm with our imminent retail launch 
there in coming weeks is pleasing – 
especially considering some of the 
volatile issues experienced by Kiwi 
exporters recently. The signing of a long 
term strategic partnership with one of 
China’s most respected baby retailers 
was the culmination of countless hours 
of investment to negotiate the right 
platform for mutual long-term success. 
We have been patient and selective in 
our channel-to--market strategy seeking, 
ideally, to deal directly with a retailer 

rather than the common multiple layers 
of middlemen. So we are delighted to 
have achieved such a milestone. 

Given we see our strength as a niche 
player/brand this has numerous benefits 
for us; one of the most desirable being 
enhanced control of managing our 
brand growth strategy in China so it is 
sustainable. Working directly with our 
retailer partner enables us to tailor our 
marketing tactics by absorbing their 
wealth of experience in how best to cater 
for their target customers’ needs. The 
other element that excites us greatly is 
the multiple ‘bolt on’ innovations we have 
in the development pipeline to add to 
our range of baby foods and formulas. 
We are working closely with our China 
partner on these developments. 

It’s early days to gauge our growth 
velocity in this market, although we are 
buoyed by the initial indicators.

A call for greater  
diligence




