
Why this work matters

Premature spoilage of red meat is the deterioration of quality 

or spoilage that may occur well before the labelled ‘use by’ 

date of the product. Although premature spoilage is 

uncommon in Australia, when it does occur it can result in a 

considerable loss of revenue for processors. 

The project conducted a voluntary 

survey of Australian processors and 

exporters of chilled VP beef, sheep, 

and goat meat intended for export 

markets (between 22 Sep and 12 Dec 

2025). Participation was voluntary and 

procedures complied with the 

National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Human Research (Project 

ID H40111).

Seventeen respondents participated, 

providing both quantitative data on 

spoilage frequency, volume, and cost, 

and qualitative insights into complaint 

management and challenges. 

Respondents were also invited to 

submit case studies describing 

individual spoilage incidents, resulting 

in 25 eligible cases for analysis. 

Descriptive statistical analysis and 

thematic review were used to 

synthesise findings.

What we set out to do

This project aimed to characterise industry experience of 

premature spoilage and current investigation and 

resolution practices, to support more consistent 

prevention and complaint handling. 

The specific objectives were to:

• estimate the extent and indicative economic 

impact of premature spoilage in export supply 

chains;

• characterise current industry responses and 

identify operational challenges in investigating 

and resolving spoilage complaints; and

• identify priorities for future research, including 

diagnostic approaches and preventive strategies 

to reduce the risk.
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• Premature spoilage complaints were 

generally infrequent, typically involving a 

small number of shipments per facility 

over five years.

• When incidents occurred, impacts could 

be substantial, with reported direct costs 

up to AUD 350,000 per facility.

• Extrapolating from survey responses 

suggests a conservative direct cost of 

~AUD 2.6 million per year across industry, 

noting this likely underestimates the true 

burden due to incomplete reporting.

• Temperature deviations across the supply 

chain were the most commonly cited 

contributor, but supporting temperature 

records were often missing, delayed, or 

incomplete.

• Processor-related factors (e.g., packaging 

integrity, process variation) were also 

considered important but were harder to 

substantiate after the fact without 

consistent evidence.

• Bone-in product was disproportionately 

represented in reported spoilage cases, 

reinforcing its higher-risk profile.

• The main investigation constraint was lack 

of timely, high-quality evidence, meaning 

many complaints were resolved through 

commercial settlement rather than 

technical determination.

What needs to happen next

The findings clearly indicate the need for a 

standardised investigation framework for spoilage 

incidents, including minimum evidence 

requirements, clear responsibilities across supply 

chain parties, and improved retrieval and 

interpretation of time-temperature data. 

Future research should focus on strengthening 

diagnostic approaches to confirm the root cause, 

better characterising processor-controlled risk 

factors and determining the underlying causes of 

reduced shelf-life in bone-in VP products, to support 

more accurate shelf-life assignment and targeted 

preventive strategies.

What this means for industry

This project provides industry-informed insights 

into the frequency, consequences and 

management of premature spoilage in Australian 

VP red meat supply chains.

 It identifies critical gaps in evidence collection, 

temperature data use, and complaint investigation 

practices, that limit defensible root-cause 

attribution and consistent decision-making. 

These insights enable processors/exporters and 

their supply chain partners to prioritise risk 

management and target improvements where 

they are most likely to reduce avoidable losses, 

strengthen complaint resolution, and prevent 

repeat incidents.

What we found
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