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This is an edited version of IRI’s Growth Insights C-Suite Conversations series featuring 
Simon Limmer, chief executive of New Zealand’s Silver Fern Farms Ltd., and Joe O’Connor, 
Applegatarian in chief/president of Applegate. Here we hear two perspectives on how business 
and consumer attitudes around sustainability are evolving. 

IRI: Sustainability Defined 

Simon Limmer: Sustainability from a business perspective is very 
much around three pillars: economically viable, giving back to 
the environment rather than just taking, and ultimately some 
social equity in operations. 

Joe O’Connor: Sustainability means different things to different 
people. For me, it’s meeting the needs or demands today 
without compromising the future. Though it’s more than just 
environmental impact and the health of our planet: It’s also 
human health. It’s about the social impact that we have on 
each other, and it’s also about improving the lives of animals. 

IRI: Growth

JOC: As we look at Applegate’s mission, we are continuously 
looking for the best ways to produce meats, both smartly 
and sustainably, and focusing on continued advancement in 
antibiotic-free meats, organic meats, and our latest venture 
into regenerative agriculture. Today antibiotic-free meat is a 
$3 billion category. Our network of farmers, partners [and] 
ranchers has grown from a handful to over 4,000 today.

Some people are telling you the only path to sustainability is 
through plant-based only, but the reality is the usage of full-
time, plant-based-only diets is less than 10%. If you have 90% of 
consumers still eating meat, we want to tell that story because 
we still believe in meat. We believe there’s a pathway forward, 
and it can be done sustainably through sustainable practices.

SL: Red meat certainly has a role in our food production systems, 
and consumers are looking for it. Our first export of frozen 
meats was in 1882. It was the actual first export of frozen meat 
from around the world. We’re so far, we have to travel to the 
market, so for a long period of Silver Fern Farms’ history we’ve 
been a production-oriented business. It was all about growing 
good meat, exporting and selling it. 

About 10 years ago, we realized if we were going to be 
successful, we had to get closer to the market. We had to 
understand consumers. We had to partner with companies 

like Applegate to ensure that we had a connection, and we 
could tell our story much more loudly about why New Zealand 
is special and why these meat products are different.

IRI: Challenge Accepted

JOC: Either we dip our toe in the water or we jump all the way 
into the lake. And if we’re going to jump all the way in, we 
understand that it’s going to be a huge swim across. We may 
not be all the way to the shore yet, but we understand if we’re 
going to make it, we’re going to move along this path and 
make a difference. 

SL: Once you’ve gotten into the lake, you’ve got to be swimming 
and you’ve got to be committed to getting to the other side. 
You can’t get halfway and then give up, and you can’t dip 
your toe in because neither of those are sufficient. It’s about 
leadership, commitment. Change is iterative, but it gathers 
momentum as you see people leaning into it. 

IRI: Shareholder Responsibility 

JOC: You need to balance business and mission. Our mission, our 
culture, our people — they’re all tied together. The only way 
for us to grow on the meat side is to grow these systems, and 
you’ve got to show the demand, you have to tell the supplier 
that this is where we’re going. Some things will win, some 
will be a loss. Yes, results matter. They will always matter. But 
there’s also the difference that you can make.

SL: How do we hold our course through good times and bad 
times? It’s really important that we do, and our shareholders 
will question that. But so long as we’re maintaining the 
narrative and putting the evidence up that this is the direction 
of travel to maintain, the economic cycles are inevitable. 

IRI: Success 

JOC: Success looks different to many different people. One of the 
things that we’ve been most proud of has been our growth 
over the last couple years, looking at the households that we 
grew. There’s the old saying that consumers vote with their 
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dollars. I often feel that’s overplayed. But through COVID-19 
and where we are today with inflation, people are making 
really hard decisions. 

We’ve spent the time to continue focusing on growing our 
supply chain around antibiotic-free, organic supply, and 
regenerative agriculture, which has been a huge piece for us as 
we measure our success because people are responding to it.

Also, we’re part of Hormel’s 20 by 30 goals: 20 specific goals 
designed around supply chain, environmental, social, people. 
We are a big contributor to those goals.

IRI: Consumers

SL: Telling our story is really hard from the bottom of the world, 
and particularly when you’re targeting a relatively small 
consumer group. That suits us fine, but we need partners. We 
need customer-distribution partners: people who amplify 
our story and connect us to consumers. It’s an ecosystem 
that we need to build and cultivate that we don’t own and 
we don’t control, but that we do influence. The ecosystem is 
around identifying the consumers, finding the customer, the 
partnerships in market. 

Also, people eat for the taste. That’s the No. 1 driver of 
consumer behavior. But then, these days there is the 
environmental impact; the nutritional benefits that they’re 
deriving from the food; what is the animal welfare component; 
what is the social component. There’s a whole raft of things 
now that we need to understand. 

JOC: We spent a lot of time the last three years investing in 
consumer research. A lot of the basis was, yes, changing: 
changing environment and changing needs. And you’re 
always trying to stay ahead and understand who folks are, who 
your consumers are. As we go down this journey, and we start 
to decide where we align, we’re never going to move off of 
human health, healthy planet, animal welfare. We’re always 
there — it’s our principles, it’s where we’re founded. But we 
also want to make sure as we move along that journey that we 
reach consumers.

IRI: Partnerships

SL: I believe that New Zealand is too small for us to be competing 
at a domestic level when the true challenge is global. So 
greater collaboration is certainly something that we should 
be thinking of. There are producers around the world [and] 
there are customers around the world who are likeminded, 
building a broader ecosystem, allowing us to partner and 
move more quickly as a collective with an aligned mindset. It 
can’t be transactional, but very much collaborative in terms of 
how we’re thinking about the future, and finding like-minded, 
progressive partners to work with will be key.

JOC: I see a pathway where industries are going to continue to 
work together to build a sustainable system because there’s 

so much we can do. There has to be partnerships to it, and at 
times you cross a line of peer companies, but there’s an end 
goal in sight that we would all benefit from. Sometimes you 
need to hold hands on that.

IRI: Outlook

JOC: Here in the United States, we tend to react to very shocking 
events. And we rush to make a change. When it comes to 
the environmental impact, what are we waiting for? I don’t 
need another three to five years to tell us that we need to do 
something. We’ve heard repeatedly about our soil health and 
our overuse of farming and the impact we’ve had. Whatever 
your pathway is to sustainability, whether it’s environmental, 
social, people, animals, I do believe we’re at a turning point. I 
just hope we’re not waiting for another shock-and-awe moment. 

SL: There’s an inevitable ebb and flow that we are going to 
encounter. But the trend line is still very, very clear. I think we 
are understanding the impacts. I think we’re understanding 
the interdependence a lot more clearly. Human beings tend 
to pick a problem, and we go to solve it. The problem that 
we’re trying to solve at the moment is climate change and 
greenhouse gas emissions. We are learning that there is a 
greater biodiversity conversation that needs to happen in 
terms of the interdependency of the environment, of social 
networks. We need to be addressing a myriad of issues 
collectively as groups of people, and collectively as groups of 
issues. That will make the change. 

IRI: Farmers 

JOC: None of this is possible without our farmers. There continues 
to be challenges for these incredible people. It’s a journey. 
It’s a process. Ninety-five percent of our food comes from soil. 
What they do for us is nothing short of remarkable. They are 
the supply chain; they are the food source. I hope over time 
that people recognize and respect our farming network and 
what they do for us, because somehow, some way over time 
they’ve been pushed to the side when they actually should be 
standing in front.

SL: At Silver Fern Farms, we think of ourselves as farmers. We’re 
owned by farmers. There are 13,000 in our community. My job 
is bringing the consumer and the producer close together to 
make connections tight and short, disintermediating all the 
noise in between and making sure that those two communities 
can come together. 

Our progressive farmers are incredible. They think about 
multiple generations — ones that have come before them 
and generations ahead. They love their land, they love their 
animals, they want to do a good job and they’re looking for 
guidance.    
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