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New, exclusive research explores why consumers love 
— or reject — different kinds of ground beef patties.
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Ashley Honey of Nui thinks that by embracing
commodity trading technology, meat processors can
cut out the middleman and improve their businesses.

by Peter Thomas Ricci, managing editor

It’s a common scene in ‘80s Hollywood films,
from “Ferris Bueller’s Day Off” to “Trading Places”
— the frantic, high-octane commodity trading pits.
Whether in Chicago, Philadelphia or New York,
the image of energetic traders yelling about prices,
pushing through mobs of competitors, and sweat-
ing through their dress shirts was an iconic visual
of American finance.

Yet now, in 2021, the trading pits are quiet.
Thanks to revolutions in computing, servers and
screens have replaced the famed “open outcry”
system, and the bulk of futures trading for hogs,

cattle and corn are handled not with hand signals
and booming voices, but rather, with tablets. Ashley
Honey thinks a similar transformation should take
place for the meat trade.

Deeply knowledgeable in finance and econom-
ics, Honey has nearly two decades of experience
in commodities, foreign exchange trading and
treasury risk management, and is currently the
senior vice president of the Americas region for
Nui, a New Zealand-based trading platform that
is working to change how agriculture processors
distribute their products to clients. For Honey, the
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distribution networks for animal protein — which
involve a network of middlemen — are ripe for a
technological evolution, one that would greatly
benefit processors and their clients.

In probing discussions withMeatingplace, Hon-
ey elaborated on his thinking.

Meatingplace: Describe how the meat
trade currently works, and why it is, in your
opinion, inefficient.

HONEY: If you’re a processor, you might have
a larger percentage of your supply that goes to a
fixed customer — so your larger corporations, like
McDonald’s, that take your fixed contracts. Then
you have, potentially, your retail products as a
percentage of that. And then you have this other
component, which is your commodity component,
which might be involved with exports. So that’s
your last component in the suppliers of a product.
We [at Nui] focus very much on that commodity
part of the component. And as we look at that part
of the processes, we do not consider that a high
value product. [Processors are] often trying to sell

that to traders or middlemen, and if they’re selling
it to traders or middlemen, they’re [doing so] for
as cheap as they can. Many companies feel they
just want to get rid of the product, and we feel like
they’re not maximizing the best price they can for
that product. And so you get this 80-20 mix where
you sell 80% of your product to 20% of your custom-
ers. So that is where technology is going to be most
impactful in terms of the processing market.

And that’s a huge market, both in the U.S. and
globally … It’s huge across beef, pork, poultry. So
to follow on from that, you then look at how that
product is being transacted, and it’s being trans-
acted in a very archaic manner — salespeople on
phones, emails, spreadsheets. I think, for exam-
ple, in the meat space, you do see a lot more SKU
numbers … you do see many different grades, many
different products. So you have salespeople sending
out spreadsheets, sending them out to customers,
calling them … and I think that’s just a result of
how things have always been done. And the people
that are involved in this process, obviously they
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do not want change. And so they’re very hesitant
to change anything around the way that they do 
business.

Meatingplace: How are smaller firms  
especially disadvantaged by those distribu-
tion networks?

HONEY: Let’s say you have 100 customers, and 
you have to sell product. Well, you’re going to pick 
up the phone and call your five best customers who 
you think might take the product; or, you might 
take them out for a steak dinner next time you see 
them at a conference. This is how business has been 
done. And the little guy, customer number 99 — or, 
as we like to call them, customer COD — doesn’t 
often get the opportunity to buy that product. And 
so that’s just a natural way that business has been 
done. And what technology does is provide instant 
transparency — to all of your 100 customers all at 
the same time. If you put a product online and it 
gets pushed to all 100 buyers at the same time, they 
can effectively transact that product immediately, 
or counter-bid in a marketplace.

That [creates] what we would call ‘price tension,’ 
and ultimately, that smaller number 99 customer 
might be willing to pay more for the product than 
your big customer. And we’ve seen this time and 
time again across commodities … that technology 
and a competitive, level playing field create the best 
price, as opposed to calling your best customer or 
dumping it to a trader. 

And so I think the processing companies are very 
keyed into looking at this now, [and are asking], ‘Do 
we want to continue that model?’ If you’re a larger 
processor, do you want to continue to sell 80% of 
your products to a few customers, or do you want to 
diversify your customer base? And I think a lot of 
companies want to diversify their customer base, 
whether that’s domestically in the United States or 
to export. So that technology comes into that part, 
because if you’re a supplier, and you want to start 
selling products in Vietnam, for example, do you 
have to go and open an office? Do you have to go and 
hire people? Do you have to go get the salespeople? 
All of that versus if you have technology, you can 
grow your business very easily. 

WHAT TECHNOLOGY  
DOES IS PROVIDE

INSTANT TRANSPARENCY
— TO ALL OF YOUR CUSTOMERS 

ALL AT THE SAME TIME.
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It really puts an emphasis across the whole sup-
ply chain, and how you as a business can adapt. Our
dairy platforms in Europe, for example, saw volume
increases of 600% to 700%, and that’s because
when you need to sell your product, and if you have
a digital price, you can sell your product. There’s a
marketplace … as opposed to some of the meat pric-
ing, where companies are calling around and trying
to figure out the pricing. So it’s very much around
the transparency and speed of execution.

Meatingplace: One of your meat industry
clients includes a large European processor.
How have they benefitted from a modern
trade platform?

HONEY: As with all of our customers, what’s
been very successful is the downgrade and off-
grade spec products that are highly transactional
[and] go to very price-sensitive buyers.

[For example], they run [meat] auctions … and
what we’ve learned, in the past, is those auctions
were two hours long. So you’d have clients bidding
on stuff in an auction style for two hours. And what
we found [is] you can shorten that right down to 15
minutes. So that’s two hours to 15 minutes. That’s
just what we’ve seen gets the best response.

And subsequent to that, running it at the same
time every week. So if it’s Tuesday at 11 a.m., all the

buyers know that, ‘Okay, the auction’s at Tuesday at
11 a.m., and it’s 15 minutes long’ … You’re getting all
the buyers, all in one location, competing against
each other for the products. It’s very open and
transparent, so everyone sees ... It’s like if you buy
something on eBay.

Meatingplace: There have been previous
efforts to modernize the meat trade. Why did
those earlier ventures not succeed?

HONEY: First, the [meat] trade process is com-
plicated. You have a lot of products, you have a lot
of SKU numbers in the industry, across meat and
poultry. I know one company covers both spaces,
and there’s 15,000 SKUs of products … That’s a lot
of product. [So] salespeople do offer value, [be-
cause] an off-the-counter technology product — say
in the sales trade process — they’re not going to
understand how the meat industry works, and it
might take them years to figure that out.

So I think that’s why you haven’t seen technology
in that space … It’s just very difficult to modernize
that business, because you don’t have the under-
standing of it, unless you were to have a meat
executive leave the meat industry who also is a
technology person, then start a business — which
is effectively what we’ve done. We started in dairy
because we knew that, and we saw the opportunity.

WE’VE SEEN THIS
TIME AND TIME AGAIN
ACROSS COMMODITIES
… THAT TECHNOLOGY
AND A COMPETITIVE,
LEVEL PLAYING FIELD
CREATE THE BEST
PRICE, AS OPPOSED TO
CALLING YOUR BEST
CUSTOMER OR DUMPING
IT TO A TRADER.
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The technology can now be moved across into mul-
tiple markets, but meat, for example, we still don’t
know. We’re still learning about meat and poultry,
and all those products.

Meatingplace: You’ve described the
success of this tech in the dairy trade. What
do you say to the view that what works in
dairy could not work in meat?

HONEY There’s always that resistance, you
know? The classic: ‘It’s not going to work in our
industry.’ I’ve researched and looked at everything
from tomatoes and avocados, and onions, and sea-
food, and ethanol, and in all of those markets, ulti-
mately, you’re producing a good, right? Whether it’s
dairy, a pork shoulder or a rib eye, you are producing
a product, and you are entering into a marketplace
to sell that product.

There are different nuances to different products
and how they transact. But ultimately, across
off-exchange products — all of this stuff — there
are levels of traders, brokers and middlemen that
ultimately take their cut. And so, technology is
transparent, and it basically cuts that out, whether
it’s a trader or a broker, or, in theory, an internal
sales person. And it does it in an efficient manner.
That’s ultimately what it does. So yeah, people

can say, “Oh, it’ll never work,” but I think it’s just
protecting. They don’t like change.

Meatingplace: What do you think of the
efforts from larger firms, like Tyson Foods,
to develop digital platforms for consumption
trends and warehouse inventory?

HONEY: I think that’s a first step, and I think
their buyers are going to want to know where that
piece of chicken came from — which farm, when
did it get processed, et cetera … Technology allows
them to do that.

And the second part of that question is the data.
When you deal in this archaic [trading] system,
you don’t have any data. You might have a total
sales volume, but with technology, you get data,
[and] in Tyson’s case, the inventory — or it could be
sales data, or it could be customer behavior — all
of that stuff, with technology, allows you to have it
instantly. It allows you to capture that data and use
it to your advantage.

Meatingplace: Beyond those digital plat-
forms, how do you see the industry adopting
other technological efficiencies?

From what I’ve seen recently, there’s definitely
a movement to combine that whole process across
the supply chain into one technology umbrella — I

WHETHER IT’S DAIRY, A
PORK SHOULDER OR A RIB
EYE, YOU ARE PRODUCING
A PRODUCT, AND YOU
ARE ENTERING INTO A
MARKETPLACE TO SELL
THAT PRODUCT.
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think in five years time, it will look totally different.
Companies [chose] different technologies along the
way; some parts, like the sales trade process, have
stayed very much an old school way, [while] differ-
ent parts have adopted cutting edge technology. I
know there are things going on where people are
[working] to combine that whole space under one
umbrella. I think in five years time, if [a processor
is] not using that, they will be left behind. I can’t re-
ally expand on it anymore, just because
it’s private at the moment, but ... [there is]
some serious money behind combining
that whole thing across poultry, meat
[and] the whole supply chain ... It’s a
slow process, but all I can say is in five
years’ time, the way that this will get
transacted will look a lot different than
how we’re doing it right now. Companies
will have to adopt this technology.

For more
outside-the-box
thinking about

meat processing,
readmeatm.
ag/ryan

IT’S A SLOW PROCESS, BUT ALL I CAN SAY
IS IN FIVE YEARS’ TIME, THE WAY THAT THIS
WILL GET TRANSACTED WILL LOOK A LOT
DIFFERENT ... COMPANIES WILL HAVE TO
ADAPT TO THIS TECHNOLOGY.


