
Ultra Food Innovations – a dairy products manufacturer 

– began operations in 2011. It has proven that a 

solid differentiation strategy can keep even a small 

business, miles ahead of the biggest competitors.

Farming? Plumbing? Engineering? 
Where it all began…

Husband and wife team, Alex and Andrea Vowles, 

produce feta cheese, cream cheese, sour cream 

and yoghurt in Benoni, which they supply to 

food wholesalers across Gauteng, and to parts 

of Polokwane and Nelspruit. They have a unique 

combination of skills, experience and support, that 

have seen them win against large competitors when it 

seemed all hope was lost. 

While growing up, Alex’s parents owned a dairy farm 

where they also processed and packaged milk, cream 

and amasi which Alex played a part in producing. The 

farm was, at the time, the 2nd largest jersey dairy 

farm in the country. Speaking on how his passion 

for dairy blossomed, Alex said, “I’ve been involved 

in dairy since I was a baby – I’ve been doing dairy 

forever. Dairy is something I know quite well and I just 

enjoy the versatility of the product, because from milk 

you can almost make anything.”

Alex eventually broke away from the family business 

to set up a factory that produced a different range of 
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venture. During this time, Andrea joined the business to head up sales 

and food safety, which freed up some time for Alex to develop other 

products to add to their initial range of sour cream and yoghurt. By 

recommendation from a friend who was also in business, the team then 

employed the services of a GROW business coach in 2013, since they 

were always looking for opportunities to learn more and do business 

better as they scaled up.

From their sessions with their coach, Alex and Andrea spent time setting 

clear goals and strategies for the first year; exploring in detail what made 

them different to the large dairy manufacturing companies that dominated 

the landscape. Recalling this time, Andrea said, “With coaching, we were 

really forced to look at our business, put it down on paper and be strategic 

with where we were going. When I look at what we said we would do 

in the first year, we have tripled that since then.” They determined, from 

evaluating their competitors and the specific needs of their clients, that 

they would hone in on 2 areas of differentiation: 

1. Niche servicing of food wholesalers and distributors that sell to hotels 

and restaurants, as opposed to retail.

2. Next-day delivery promise – a solution that they discovered was 

important to their niche target clients, as managing stock was key to 

their performance.

As head of sales, delivery within 24 hours was a key selling-point for 

Andrea. Many of the larger competitors were built for the retail market, 

and couldn’t offer such attractive lead-times for wholesale. Their size also 

means that there are many complex protocols that need to be observed 

across business areas, which lengthens the decision-making process. 

Elaborating on this point, Andrea said, “Our customers often have to 

give the bigger companies forecasts and at least a week’s lead-time 

on orders, so with us, it’s hassle-free ordering. We’ve even delivered in 

12 hours or same-day delivery in some cases. The other thing is, when 

placing an order, our customers deal directly with Alex and myself, so it’s 

hands-on management and we can ensure that if there is an issue, it can 

be sorted out immediately.” 

Focusing solidly on their target clients and giving them the next-day 

service they needed, Ultra Food Innovations grew its client base to 

nine large clients in three years, and increased revenues by 500%! They 

are currently working on increasing capacity to keep up with demand. 

Explaining the role of having a coach on their business journey, Alex said, 

“Coaching motivates you to work on your business. You know that when 

certain things were discussed in previous coaching sessions, they need 

to be done – you can’t just leave them. So, if you weren’t doing the 

coaching, you’d know that you need to do a lot of things but you’d never 

do them because you would be too busy working in your business. As it 

is, business is not an easy thing these days – it is hard. But when you do 

coaching, you get a lot of ideas and you get motivated to do the work 

that is needed.”

finished dairy products – sour cream and yoghurt – 

and over time, added feta cheese and cream cheese to 

the range. Alex was, at the time, a qualified plumber, 

and needed to expand his dairy-processing skills to be 

able to set up a business of this nature. Not only that, 

but his drive, curiosity and hands-on nature led him to 

teach himself the engineering skills that would allow 

him to set up his factory in a cost-effective manner. 

“I am self-taught in plant maintenance for dairy 

equipment and programming,” Alex said. “I’d try to 

fix a machine and when I wouldn’t get it right, I’d 

always try again until I did.” 

As with most entrepreneurial journeys, Alex started 

out with many constraints and needed to wear many 

hats, from sorting out the financials and logistics, to 

getting the right personnel that would do the work 

required in the factory. Being in the dairy processing 

industry particularly comes with high start-up costs for 

equipment, and Alex was fortunate enough to receive 

a monetary loan from a close friend, to cover some 

of the business’s largest costs such as stainless-steel 

tanks and specialised dairy equipment.

The niche and differentiation 
strategy that made all the difference

Initially, Ultra Food Innovations supplied three 

wholesale distribution companies which kept them 

busy enough at the beginning of their business 



Putting their differentiation  
strategy to the test

And competition from smaller 
companies?

Their differentiation strategy was put to the test when one of their 

biggest clients put a tender out for manufacturing of their own 

yoghurt brand (private-labeling). Ultra Food Innovations competed 

for it against big and largely retail-focused competitors. Aware that 

Ultra Food Innovations had won a significant share of the wholesale 

market from them, one of them undercut them on price, which led 

to them winning the tender and Ultra Food Innovations receiving 

notice of termination of their contract.

Surprisingly, Ultra Food Innovations still received orders from its 

client after the contract ended. When Ultra Food Innovation’s client 

asked its buyers why they weren’t buying from the newly appointed 

supplier, the buyers complained about long lead times. The buyers 

also complained that the new supplier had subjected them to poor 

treatment in the past. The client then reversed their decision to buy 

from the new supplier and went back to sourcing yoghurt from 

Ultra Food Innovations.

Ultra Food Innovations demonstrated that a good strategy can 

make you competitive against much larger companies. The team is 

proud of their achievements and ability to retain clients, “For two 

of my customers, I’ve been supplying them with products for many 

years, and to retain customers for a long period of time in this 

climate, you must be doing something right,” Alex mentioned. He 

went on to say, “In our business environment, the end consumer of 

our products often has no idea who we are, but for the chefs at the 

caterers and hotels, our products are well known.”

Due to the high entry costs of the dairy processing industry Ultra 

Food Innovations is in a comfortable position when it comes to 

competition from smaller companies. Alex’s self-taught engineering 

experience has allowed him to build and maintain his own factory 

equipment – keeping costs low, and his expertise in formulation 

of dairy products allows the company to deliver high quality dairy 

products at competitive prices. It just goes to show that lower price 

and bigger brand names don’t always prevail – if you have a strategy 

that truly sets you apart and keeps new entrants out.In our business 
environment, the 
end consumer of 
our products often 
has no idea who we 
are, but for the chefs 
at the caterers and 
hotels, our products 
are well known.
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