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Founded

Corporate status
Headquarters
Employees

Annual sales
Products

1952 by John Richard Simplot,
born in 1909, who now serves as
Chairman Emeritus.

Privately owned
Boise, Idaho, USA

Approx. 10,000 in the USA, Cana-
da, China, Mexico, and Australia

about $3 bn

Simplot is one of the world’s
largest frozen-potato proces-
sors, annually turning out over
1.35 bn kg of frozen French fries
and other potato products
worldwide. In the USA, it is also
a major processor of corn, peas,
broccoli, avocados and carrots
and has extensive agribusiness
interests.

+ Starter Strategy

The Netherlands-based subsidiary of US potato giant J.R.Simplot is
pursuing a focused strategy. Its starter and appetiser products - mainly
vegetable-based - have been developed to let European QSR and
casual dining operators maximise variety and profitability across their

menus. Bruce Whitehall reports.

US agribusiness giant the J.R.Simplot
Company, with annual sales of around
$3 bn, is one of three companies which
control around 80% of the US market for
frozen French fries, the others being
Lamb Weston and McCain's. However,
Simplot’'s European business, operated
in the Netherlands since 1995, has fo-
cused on appetizers, ‘grabbetisers’ and
avocado and guacamole products.

The company believes this strategy of-
fers significant differentiation over its
competitors, by focusing its product de-

velopment energy on the starter and ap-
petiser niche rather than tagging prod-
ucts onto existing potato businesses. “In
this way we are much more flexible in
meeting our customers’ special wishes,”
points out Ruud H.Meijer, general man-
ager of Simplot Europe. “Throughout
the process, we have a personal contact
with our customers through all layers of
the organisation.”

Simplot Europe’s focus is on filling gaps
in quickservice, casual dining and hotel
menus, with the help of products —
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The Idaho-based J.R.Simplot Company played a major part in the
global growth of the fast-food industry, being the first to intro-
duce frozen French fries in the early 1950s and helping to make
them one of the most profitable items on QSR menus. A major
early user was McDonald’s, which switched its kitchens from fresh
cut fries to Simplot’s frozen variety in 1966.

With its pioneering role in frozen vegetable products, Simplot be-
lieves that freezing can offer the edge of consistent quality in the
face of rising labour costs, shrinking margins and food safety is-
sues. Knowing when and why to buy frozen rather than fresh is,
the company believes, crucial to foodservice profitability. Fresh
vegetables sold in foodservice are often picked unripe so they can
survive shipping. At the same time, truly fresh locally grown pro-
duce, aside from being expensive, is subject to seasonal ups and
downs in both availability and quality.

By contrast, quality frozen vegetables from reliable suppliers using
the latest technology are harvested at the moment of peak ripeness.
After initial preparation, these vegetables are usually blanched, or
slightly pre-cooked, a process that ensures that they retain much
of their natural appearance and flavour for long periods of time in
storage.

Those attributes can, the company claims, actually be superior to
fresh vegetables, which begin losing flavour within a few days —
sometimes hours — of harvest. And it points out that, with a shelf
life of up to one year, frozen vegetables are, effectively, always in
season all year round.

By comparison, fresh ingredients constantly fluctuate in quality,
price, size and availability, which has significant consequences for
consistent plate presentation, food costs and menu availability.
Such issues can be particularly significant with higher ticket
value-adding products involving more specialised vegetables

and fruits and further processing in terms of prep, saucing and
pre-seasoning.

From a labour standpoint, frozen vegetables typically eliminate
costly preparation, reduce reliance on skilled staff and reduce the
need for training. Zero wastage is possible, with IQF (Individually
Quick Frozen) portioning enabling just the right amount of prod-
uct to be drawn from the freezer as and when needed. “There’s
no paying for stems, no trimming and discarding, and no wilting or
spoilage,” points out Ruud Meijer of Simplot Europe.

What about nutrition? Recent years have seen a spate of repor-
tage concerning the nega-
tive impact of processing on
food content. Simplot cites
independent research stud-
ies which counter such per-
ceptions, such as a University
of lllinois study in 1991 which
indicated that frozen green
beans contain twice as much
vitamin C as fresh green
beans. One conclusion is that
post-harvest handling and
transportation can seriously
affect nutrient content of
fresh produce.

Not that fresh and frozen are
necessarily incompatible.
Simplot points out that
judicious addition of fresh elements to frozen vegetables just
before service can greatly help to enhance appearance and
appetite appeal, whether with simple vegetables at the side of the
plate or speciality appetisers.
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mainly vegetable-derived — which meet
diner expectations for more exotic and
‘trendy’ side dishes, starters and appet-
isers. The product range currently covers
around 25 different kinds of appetizers
and eight ‘grabbetizers’, which are
defined as on-the-go vegetable-based
finger foods. There are four varieties of
guacamole products while avocado
products are sold as avocado pulp (for
use in dressings and sauces), halves,
slices and dices. All these products are
sold frozen in formats which are easy to
portion and prepare.

Primary application is on the ‘starters’
section of menus. Preparation of most
appetisers is in the oven or fryer while
avocado products, which are also prov-
ing popular in sandwich applications,
are served cold. Typical users are the
main QSR chains and restaurants spe-
cialising in ethnic cuisine, particularly
Latino, Mediterranean and Tex-Mex.
The top 5 products are:

@ hot cheese jalapefios

® mozzarella sticks

@ onion rings

@ extreme supreme guacamole

@ guacamole especial

New product
development

Simplot tries to launch at least five new
products each year. According to Meijer,
these can vary from a new type of gua-
camole or avocado product to a whole
new range of food components. The de-
velopment of a new product typically
can take 6-9 months and involves de-
partments, from R & D to sales, at every
layer in the organisation.

“We believe that the European con-
sumer increasingly recognises advan-
tages of avocados as a nutritious,
healthy and trendy item in both starters,
as a side dish and in dressings. Hence
our growing range of options in slices,
dices and dressings,” Meijer says. Look-
ing ahead, the company now sees simi-
lar scope for developing tropical fruits in
convenient frozen appetiser, side-dish
and ingredient formats.

From a production standpoint, Simplot
Europe does not have factories of its
own, preferring instead to contract vari-
ous co-packers to process products to
Simplot's exacting quality standards
and recipes. The company’s Quality De-
partment regularly visits these sites and
conducts regular audits. As in the USA,

= = » Simplot Europe « «

Established
1995
Corporate status
Wholly owned subsidiary of
J.R. Simplot
Foodservice products
Appetizers, grabbetizers, gua-
camole and avocado products,
all sold frozen
Production
Through co-packers working
to Simplot standards and
specifications
Distribution
Throughout Europe and the
Middle East, mainly via exclu-
sive distributors, plus whole-
salers in emergent markets
Foodservice users
Mostly commercial operators
(QSR, hotels and casual dining)
split 50% independents,
30% groups, and 20% chains
Average growth rate
20-25% per year

www.simplot.nl

Simplot does not operate any farms,
either for potatoes or other vegetables.
“But we control every step in the supply
chain, from field to plate,” Meijer em-
phasises.

Virtually all products are currently sold
to foodservice customers and Simplot
Europe’s research and development de-
partment can, if required, work closely
with customers which seek a private
label or customised product.

Latest moves in product development
include reducing trans-fats in recipes
which require oil, in some cases elim-
inating them altogether as with zero
gram trans-fat French fries in the USA.
The company is also now able to source
organic products if required by cus-
tomers. Simplot offices, factories and
co-packers have a specific code of
ethics which covers our social respon-
sibilities.

Simplot Europe’s special strengths and
areas of expertise are summarised by
Meijer in the corporate motto: ‘We are
on your side’, referring both to the focus
on side-dishes and the readiness to help
foodservice operators and chefs develop
new and trendy appetizers as value-
added menu components. [ |
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