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the chiller section [of the supermarket] I
found it didn’t exist. The only options were
frozen or products with use-by-dates of up
to three years — how many nutrients can
be left after three years?” she recalled.

“I sort of let go of the idea but spoke
to a lot of professional women who were
also going home [after work] and smash-
ing carrots before falling into bed.

“On face value it seemed so simple and
so in November 2004 I started researching
into food, of which I knew zero.

“How do you start with something you
have no expertise in? I knew nothing about
food. 1 started looking through Yellow
Pages and identifying contract manufac-
turers and packers.

“l was making hundreds of calls
trying to locate a company in those areas.
There was months of trying to find some-
one doing chilled purees.

“Then it was a question of what are we
going to pack them in. If we did [unfrozen]
purees we needed to pack them straight
away.

“Manufacturers said there was only one

way, you need to do a full-scale commer-
cial, sterile production plant. But we said
no, there must be another way.

“It took 12-18 months of trying to find
someone, the bigger companies didn’t
want to know us.

“The breakthrough came through many,
many calls. We finally found Micro Lok
Corp [in Casino, northern New South
Wales]. They had a lot of experience in
food processing and technology, and their
response was ‘yes [it can be done]’.”

The secret was a high-barrier, hygienic
pouch that locks in the flavour and nutri-
tion and allows a 6-8 week shelf life cru-
cial for supermarkets.

The products — pumpkin and potato,
pumpkin and sweet corn, sweet potato
and broccoli, red lentils and vegetables,
and carrot and swede — are packaged in
single-serve packs and heated in a sauce-
pan for one minute or a microwave for 20
seconds.

“We carried out trials and it was abso-
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lutely brilliant — it tasted so good,” said
van Eps, who by this stage had sought help
from her brother, chef Geoff McEwan.

Securing a manufacturer paved the
way for Boost Foods to capitalise on ear-
lier expressions of interest from the major
supermarket chains.

Audaciously, van Eps had successfully
pitched the concept to the retail giants in
April 2004, before finding someone able
to produce the products.

“1 rang up the main number at Wool-
worths and asked who the buyer was for
chilled product, said who I am and what
I am doing, that I am looking at bringing
out fresh baby food to the market.

“They said they had been waiting four
years for someone to do it, the market was
so ripe. Then | freaked out when they said
they were interested — 1 had no one to
manufacture.

“I went to New Zealand and set up a
mecting with a company that wanted [to
produce| the product. But it was all too
hard. I came back totally disheartened and
started again. I cancelled the meeting with
the supermarkets.”

After finally securing a contract manu-
facturer just a few months ago, van Eps
called Woolworths.

“They said can we get down here tomor-
row. We saw them over a week and they
said ‘fantastic’,” she said.

“With Coles they only review their prod-
ucts in March and September and we were
outside their review. They said straight
up we don’t do it [add products outside
review periods].

“But my reasoning of why to present
[the products to customers] in December

was it was the busiest period of the year
for mums and it would be a perfect time
to launch.

“One-and-a-half hours later. after they
said they’d distribute on the eastern sea-
board only, we had national distribution
through over 700 stores.”

With a birth rate and, therefore, a poten-
tial market of 280,000 babies a year, Boost
Foods is aiming for a niche market of
around 500,000 units a month.

Van Eps estimated existing deals with
Coles, Woolworths and IGA alone would
demand at least 250,000 units a month
from mid-March.

And she has big plans for the Boost
Foods brand.

“We will also be launching a range of
products that include more varieties con-
taining meat for older babies and others
containing fruit,” she said.

For van Eps, seeing the products on
supermarket shelves is a hugely reward-
ing outcome for 12 months’ of intensive
effort.

“The products are in [Coles and Bi-Lo]
and to walk in and see that after 12 months
it’s finally come off is quite exciting,” she
said. l

“The products are in
[Coles and Bi-Lo] and
to walk in and see that
after 12 months it’s
finally come off is quite
exciting.”
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