
Taking greater control of products

As a producer, wholesaler and distributor of speciality food, 
we work with artisan food producers from around the world 
and sell to a wide range of customers, from small farm 
shops to major restaurants, hotel chains and contract 
caterers both here in the UK and overseas. Our focus is on 
quality, high-end food products, from fine cheeses to cured 
meats, sauces and dips – and that focus is one of our key 
differentiators.

Sector consolidation

The distribution sector is polarised into those that deliver 
large volume at low cost and niche suppliers. In recent 
years, we’ve seen some big changes, especially amongst 
our larger national customers. Customer preference has 
very much switched from dealing with numerous small 
suppliers, to wanting to rationalise and consolidate their 
supply base to deal with one or two offering more of their 
products, and from direct distribution to one, centralised 
distribution hub. 

That trend has been driven by the desire to reduce both 
distribution and administrative cost per unit by centralising 
volume with one distributor. At the same time, the costs of 
distribution are increasing as a result of wage inflation, 
stakeholder pensions, fuel prices, motor insurance and 
other overheads. The result has been that distribution 
margins are getting smaller and smaller. 

Speciality food producer and distributor, Harvey & Brockless, has witnessed 
significant changes in the retail environment in recent years. Managing Director, 
Nick Martin, explains how the business has adapted.

Taking control

We’ve responded by taking more ownership of the products 
we supply and who we supply them to, which gives us a 
greater share of the margin as we are both manufacturer 
and distributor. Creating a manufacturing base to bring 
production in-house has helped us achieve that control 
over our products and how we price them. So, in addition to 
our head office in London and distribution/stock centres in 
Edinburgh, Manchester, Worcester and Exeter, we also have 
manufacturing sites in London and Evesham. 

Strategically, producing our own brands has been another 
key decision for us in terms of building customer loyalty. 
What we’ve also done is to look at adding value to our 
products, for example, not just manufacturing, but 
processing the products in some way, such as packaging 
cheeses with biscuits and chutney on a cheese board, 
which can improve our margin.

 

Adopting a vertical growth strategy

At the moment, our business is 50% value-added and 50% 
non-value-added, but the success of that strategy of taking 
greater ownership of the products we supply means that 
we certainly see further growth in our brand ownership and 
the value-added side of our business over the next five 
years. Our manufacturing site in Evesham is a key part of 
that strategy. The development of sauces, dips and oils, not 
only helps us achieve better margins, but it also helps with 
customer retention as those sauces become an essential 
ingredient that our customers favour, for example. It moves 
the business away from being a commodity supplier, say of 
block cheddar, to a specialist supplier of a unique sauce.

Creating a manufacturing base to bring 
production in-house has helped us achieve 
that greater control over our products, 
where they go and how we price them.



Monitoring uncertainty

Looking at the sector as a whole, I think further consolidation 
is inevitable, with smaller distributors swallowed up by larger 
groups. Rising costs and labour shortages will continue to 
drive that, but we’re also keeping a watchful eye on the 
impact that Brexit will have. We have a dedicated Brexit team, 
but planning for the outcome remains difficult until we have 
clearer sight of any deal. 

That uncertainty is making planning very difficult. In our 
situation, for example, UK suppliers don’t produce enough 
milk to make enough cheese to meet current demand, but 
farmers are reluctant to invest in increasing their dairy herds 
until we have a clearer picture of what deal is on the table. 
Meanwhile, in a no-deal scenario, tariffs on dairy could be 
around 40-50% and with margins for wholesale products 
already very tight, businesses will have to pass some of 
these costs onto customers. Whether the market will bear 
that or what the alternatives are, remains to be seen, but 
with 40% of our products imported from Europe, we’re 
clearly watching the situation closely.
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We have a dedicated Brexit team, but  
planning for the outcome remains difficult 
until we have clearer sight of any deal.




