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Victoria’s Prized Export Secret

WILD ABALONE

For centuries wild abalone has been treasured by the royal families of
Imperial China for dining and medicinal purposes. Difficult to catch in
deep cold, pristine ocean waters and requiring experienced hands to
cook to its fullest potential, wild abalone is a joy to partake and indeed
a luxurious treat.

Today, Australia is one of few places in the world where there are
reasonable supplies of wild abalone — much of it found off the
coastline of Victoria.

The remarkable aspect of wild abalone is that there is potential for
Victoria to promote the availability of this delicate and delicious source
of protein well beyond Chinese restaurants to the broader masses.

To fully understand the market potential of wild abalone, we interview
industry stalwarts, Kaz Bartaska, Nancy Hong and Maomao Chen from
Kansom Australia who are together pioneering the procurement and
processing of wild abalone for a world market.

here are few places left in the world where wild abalone flourishes RECEE
in relatively large numbers. The waters south of Victoria are s —
particularly suited for wild abalone because of its purity, being fed by :

the Great Southern Ocean. The water itself is icy, oxygen-rich and
full of nutrients having travelled directly from the Antarctic. There is absolutely

no source of pollution along the pathway of these waters to the breeding grounds U o
of wild abalone. : S
Victoria has had an active abalone fishing industry since the fifties. Fishing for

wild abalone is still done by hand with divers seeking colonies of abalones that ; :
cluster on live reefs along the seabed. Tight regulations surrounding what can be | 4
caught and brought to the surface has ensured a viable industry. e

Managing director of Kansom Australia, Kaz Bartaska is an industry pioneer. “I

started my own abalone company in 1985 when I saw even then a bright future

for seafood in Victoria. However, industry upheavals and the changes of political

fortunes took me away and now back to what I am passionate about.”

With a relative abundance of wild abalone and the emergence of farmed abalone,
this generation has had an opportunity like no other to experience abalone

beyond that of a special occasion.




For Kansom Australia, market analysis has shown that very few people understand
abalone and for the most part, virtually all abalone product ends up in the food
service sector, i.e., restaurants. Only in recent years, some abalone product starts
to appear on supermarket shelves and food fairs. These products are increasingly
becoming value-added and delivered as an entirely natural experience away from
the traditional methods of taste and presentation.

Furthermore and more importantly, the largest source of tourists to Victoria
today are from mainland China, and with wild abalone so prized by Chinese,
there lies a significant opportunity to promote this natural resource as a major
tourist draw card.

Says Kaz, “This could be the biggest calling card for Australia and not just
Victoria. The idea could be no different to visiting France for its wine or
cheese.” With so much relative output of wild abalone from Victoria, it seems
like an obvious comparative advantage that Victoria enjoys over other regions

of the world.

At Kansom Australia, the company has developed technologies for retail ready-
to-eat wild abalone products that solve the mystique and technical challenges of
cooking this delicate animal. Says Nancy, “Australia is now at a point of time in
its commercial industry to promote and develop a domestic tourism strategy built
around this unique commodity.” Maomao agrees. “There are many new jobs
that would be created along our regional coastal areas — for seafood restaurants,
cooperatives selling wide abalone, dive experiences or people having their abalone
especially caught for them through a virtual experience — the opportunities are
very exciting. Instead of calling Southern Victorian the ‘Shipwreck Coast’, we
could re-brand a stretch of coast as the ‘Seafood Coast.””

The public imagination is now very much fixated on food that is fresh, clean and
acquired from impeccably bio-clean sources. Victoria has an exciting opportunity
to promote wild abalone as the “Caviar of Asian Cuisine.”

Kaz enthusiasticaliy says, “Imagine a tourist who orders live abalone directiy from
an operator down on the Great Ocean Road coast. A diver could be dispatched,
pick up some abalone, bring it to the surface and have it cooked to order for the
happy tourist. What an enjoyable and pleasurable experience.”

At Kansom Australia, the company has seen the potential with the fascination
and prestige of wild abalone and developed ways to process it using world class
technology. In its quest to utilise wild abalone to its fullest potential, Kansom
Australia developed the world’s first all-natural abalone sauce that is a welcome
source of flavouring to many savoury dishes.

For many Chinese, their closest experience to abalone is through tinned goods -
and the experience is not always so positive. Says Maomao, “the problem with the
international canned industry; there is an inconsistency with the quality of the
product inside. There are lots of players in this market with less than high-quality
standards.” Kansom Australia has gotten around the problem with a perception
of product quality inconsistency by selling a range of abalone products you can
see and touch in plastic pouches that can last for a very long time in people’s
pantry. Says Nancy, “When you acquire this product from us, there is nothing
else in the retortable pouch other than the abalone and the natural juices of the
abalone or a natural sauce to provide a ‘different’ experience — that’s a huge source
of confidence for consumers.”

For many people who appreciate the prestige of abalone as a dining experience,
there is still a degree of mystery around what abalone is. Australia has four species
of abalone of which the dominant species is called “black lip”, so-called because
the black fleshy frill around the edge is black coloured. The other major species
is called “green lip” because of its green fleshy frill around the edge. The other
two species are called “brown lip” and “roei.” For people who make an effort,
there is a significant difference between the taste of the black lip and the green
lip. For consumers who can tell the difference between the various species of
abalone, their efforts are rewarded. As the population gets better educated about
abalone, a market pricing would emerge to help consumers differentiate the
various products as the inferior abalone products are marked down in price, and
the superior and scarcer products hold their own.

There is also an old wives’ tale about the conventionally accepted colour of an
abalone. The traditionalists have prized an albino abalone — which does not exist
in real life. The whiteness of the abalone was artificially exaggerated through
a boiling process and a large dosage of sulphur dioxide. The process may yield
a misconceived desirable colour, but so much of the true depth of flavour and
nutrition of the abalone is ruined.

With the issue of sustainability of our natural products so much at stake, the
embryonic abalone industry in Victoria is no exception. There is scarcely any
wild abalone left in the Mediterranean. Wild abalone has been iargely fished out
from Mexico and California. The black market in South Africa has wiped out the
wild abalone industry. Australia and New Zealand are the two of the countries
left with a viable industry that is strictly managed by their governments. Taken
together, they represent about half of the world’s supply of wild abalone.

The challenge for Australia today is to capitalise on a global market place. The
A-grade branding and respected (regional appelation) geo-identity of Victorian
wild abalone provides a unique and powerful marketing opportunity.

For Kansom Australia, the prospects are bright for a highly-desirable, local and
export-ready product for dinner tables of over a billion people.
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