COMMENTARY

Dream big, start
small: Investing in
the future of food

By Lim Bee Gim and
Bernice Tay

HERE in Singapore, we love our
food. It is therefore fitting that Sin-
gapore is home to a vibrant local
food manufacturing industry, with
over 1,000 companies producing
beverages, confectionery, dairy,
snacks and more. Tee Yih Jia's
Spring Home frozen food products
and Cocoba’s Irvins chips, for in-
stance, can be found in many parts
of the world, from the Philippines
to the United States.

In recent years, Singapore’s
drive to promote innovation, in-
cluding novel foods such as alter-
native proteins, has also led to the
Republic emerging as the “Silicon
Valley of food” in Asia. For exam-
ple, Singapore became the first
country to approve the sale of lab-
grown chicken in 2020.

Innovate, or stagnate

In Asia, spending on food is expect-
ed to more than double from US$4
trillion ($$5.56 trillion) to over
US$8 trillion by 2030. This brings
new and exciting opportunities for
food manufacturers.

However, this is a highly com-
petitive industry, with companies
facing the constant need to adapt
to changing consumer demands.

The pandemic has placed a
greater focus on food that is conve-
nient and at the same time health-
ier, tastier and more sustainable.

The ageing population in Asia
and around the world also means
an increased demand for nutri-
tious food that suits the diets of the

elderly.

Innovation will be essential for
companies to meet evolving con-
sumer demands and capture
growth. Innovation allows compa-
nies to develop a niche and capture
market share both locally and over-
seas.

This can come in the form of
new products that appeal to differ-
ent consumer segments, or prod-
uct differentiation as a means of
standing out from the competition.

It is understandable that many
small and medium-sized enter-
prise (SMEs) may find innovation
daunting and even complex as
there are costs involved and exper-
tise required to embark on this
journey.

Some SMEs have held back from
making the investments in devel-
oping new products due to the
need to conserve financial re-
sources amid lower revenues,
while others may see it as the pre-
rogative of bigger companies.

However, with greater competi-
tion and tighter margins due to re-
cent increases in energy costs and
raw materials, it is even more im-
portant for companies to find that
niche sooner rather than later.

Shared facilities and services

To address concerns over lack of
facilities and costly equipment, the
government has put in place re-
sources to help our food compa-
nies. For instance, Enterprise Sin-
gapore (EnterpriseSG) launched
multi-agency initiative FoodInno-
vate in 2018, to make it easier for
food companies to innovate and
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commercialise their offerings.

FoodInnovate offers shared fa-
cilities, equips companies with in-
novation capabilities and provides
supporting access to a network of
partners. To date, it has supported
companies with the commerciali-
sation of close to 400 new prod-
ucts.

Swee Heng Bakery’s low gly-
caemic index pandan chiffon cake
is an example of a product that was
developed through FoodInnovate,
via a collaboration with Alchemy
Foodtech.

More recently, EnterpriseSG,
JTC and the Singapore Institute of
Technology (SIT) launched Food-
Plant, a shared facility for small-
batch food manufacturing in the
JTC Food Hub@Senoko. Instead of
making their own investments,
food companies can rent produc-
tion rooms and a wide range of
high-tech processing equipment
housed at the FoodPlant, thus sav-
ing operating costs.

For example, the facility's twin-

screw extruder, using high mois-
ture extrusion technology, allows
companies to produce plant-based
meat products to capture a new
customer segment.

Those looking to export or pro-
duce shelf-stable products canalso
make use of new technologies such
as retort machines to extend or im-
prove their product’s shelf life.
Fish Soup Paradise, a local restau-
rant that sells broths in takeaway
retort pouches, intends to use re-
tort technology to extend the prod-
uct’s shelf life from 3 months
stored frozen, to 6 months atambi-
ent storage.

Companies who need expertad-
vice can speak to a consultant for
assistance and recommendations
in emerging areas such as future
foods, elderly nutrition and ad-
vanced food processing.

Shortening the innovation cycle

Another common challenge that
SMEs face is the difficulty in dem-
onstrating ‘proof of concept’, as

well as the long gestation period
when it comes to R&D and innova-
tion. Many SMEs are notable to find
suitable original equipment manu-
facturers (OEMs) who can work
with them on pilot testing needs.

FoodPlant provides the option
of testing the viability of new prod-
ucts through small-batch produc-
tion. This allows SMEs to conduct
R&D and develop new products in
small batches without having to
meet a minimum order quantity,
which is often required by OEMs.

With FoodPlant being a food-li-
censed facility - that is, food prod-
ucts manufactured there can be
sold for commercial purposes —
SMEs can now validate new prod-
ucts after R&D and conduct rapid
market testing before going for
full-scale production. This encour-
ages product experimentation at
minimal costs.

hips to boost i i

Collaborations can be a critical en-
abler in innovation. Working with
the right overseas partners allows
SMEs to grow their expertise,
knowledge and networks to
achieve better outcomes.

For example, EnterpriseSG has
been collaborating with Monash
Food Innovation Centre since 2019
to support food manufacturers in
developing new products or loca-
lising their products to meet the
needs of Australian consumers.

SMEs like Chocoworks, which
makes healthier chocolates with
little to no sugar, have tapped this
collaboration to gather feedback
from Australian consumers on
their products. Chocoworks in-
tends to apply this knowledge to
its future product development for
the Australian market.

SIT and FoodPlant are also work-
ing with Foodbowl New Zealand, a
government-supported, pilot-
scale food processing facility locat-
ed in New Zealand, to develop ca-
pabilities in food innovation and
manufacturing across shared facil-

ities. Both FoodPlantand Foodbowl
New Zealand will explore collabo-
rations to develop new technolo-
gies that improve food manufac-
turing processes and meet sustain-
ability goals.

Grooming talent to support
innovation

Innovation cannot be done without
the right talent. We encourage com-
panies to take along-term view and
invest in human capital.

There are courses already avail-
able. SIT offers training on the use
of the high-tech equipment availa-
ble in FoodPlant. For example, a
new first-of-its-kind continuing
education training course in high
moisture extrusion technology
(HMET) will teach food technology
professionals about the HMET
process that texturises plant-based
protein into viable meat alterna-
tives, and train them to use the
high moisture extruder.

To further develop a strong
pipeline of talentin this area, Enter-
priseSG is working closely with
SkillsFuture Singapore and Work-
force Singapore to identify other
emerging skills that will be re-
quired to support our food compa-
nies with their innovation. We will
develop training courses or talent
exchange programmes to address
these new areas.

Embracing innovation

With all these resources and sup-
port on hand, we encourage more
SMEs to adoptan open mindsetand
take the first step on their innova-
tion journey. We look forward to
the launch of more new, innovative
products both locally and over-
seas. This will further Singapore’s
efforts to be a leading food and nu-
trition hub in Asia.

Associate Professor Lim Bee Gim is
the chief executive officer of
FoodPlant. Bernice Tay is the
director of food manufacturing at
Enterprise Singapore
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