
MARKET TRENDS

The cheese market, valued at over 
US$129 billion in 2018, is the most 
important sub-category in the dairy 
space.  

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)

“Dairy groups are fighting a daily battle to avoid 
their products being classified and perceived as 

mere commodities by end consumers. Brand is the 
most obvious driver, but nowadays in developed 

countries, key words to attract consumers 
are “functional,” “healthy,” “organic” and 

“snackification.”

Players in the cheese industry are investing to 
offer easy-to-grab and easy-to-consume products 

with specific packaging and sizes, mostly via M&A, 
but also by their own R&D.

Modern, working families with a hectic, 
contemporary lifestyle are ready to pay extra to 

make life easier for themselves and their children. 
It is more convenient for them to manage single, 

small portions of cheese than a big slice of 
parmesan or cheddar cheese during the week.

As M&A experts in the international cheese arena, 
our clients ask us to look for more value-added 

targets to acquire, and we take part in the  
above-mentioned trend thanks to the M&A deals 

we originate and advise on.ˮ

DAVIDE MILANO

OAKLINS CHEESE SPECIALIST

MARKET TRENDS (pg.2)
Two macro trends are reshaping the concept of 
cheese. Health and snacks are the two key words 
that will further drive the growth of the cheese 
market.

M&A ACTIVITY (pg.7)
Even though Europe and North America are 
the largest and most mature cheese markets 
worldwide, the industry is still very fragmented and 
therefore subject to continuing consolidation.

PUBLIC COMPANY VALUATIONS AND  
RECENT TRANSACTIONS (pg.9)
In 2018, cheese stocks followed the negative 
downturn of the global stock markets. However,  
the beginning of 2019 foresees a positive outlook 
for the cheese market.

CASE STUDY (pg.12)
Oaklins advised Sabelli SpA — the second-largest 
producer of mozzarella cheese in Italy — in its 
acquisition of Caseificio Val d’Aveto, a niche 
producer of melted yogurt and traditional matured 
cheeses.  

Reshaping the cheese sector 
to everyone’s taste
SPOT ON | CHEESE | APRIL 2019
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Geography Market Size 
(USD Milion 

2018)

Historical CAGR 
2013 - 2018 ()

United States 23,413 2
France 10,369 1

Germany 8,417 2
Russia 7,696 9

Italy 7,035 -3
Brazil 6,888 9

United Kingdom 4,636 1
Japan 3,761 5

Canada 3,280 3
Mexico 3,260 10

Argentina 3,089 12
Spain 3,031 2

Australia 2,293 2
Switzerland 2,241 1

Netherlands 2,217 2
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Western Europe remains the largest 
cheese market worldwide, accounting 
for US$49 billion, followed by North 
America, at US$26 billion. Despite the 
maturity of these two markets, plenty 
of opportunities still exist in faster-
growing innovative categories and for 

well-positioned products that are able 
to create a new “job to be done” for 
cheese consumption.

The USA is the country with the largest 
market, with approx. US$23 billion of 
cheese sold (retail value), representing 

18% of the global market. Among the top 
15 countries, those that show the biggest 
growth are Argentina and Mexico, with a  
five-year CAGR of +28% and +10%, 
respectively, due to the increasing 
appetite for cheese.

Market trends

Top 15 national markets in cheese (retail value sales, 2018) 

Source: Euromonitor 
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2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 (F)
Free from lactose 261 290,3 321,4 357,1 398,3 445,1
Organic cheese 679,2 716,2 775,6 829,4 885,8 944,7
Reduced fat fromage frais 
and quark 656,7 685,2 690,4 693,6 701,5 711,4

Reduced fat cheese 3834 3884,7 3845,2 3771,2 3810,6 3834,8

0 500 1,000 1,500 2,000 2,500 3,000 3,500 4,000 4,500

2018 (F) 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013

Reduced fat 
fromage frais and 

quark

Organic cheese

Free from 
lactose

Reduced fat 
cheese

Market trends

DRIVING FORCES BEHIND CHEESE  
MARKET DEMAND

Over the last few years, food 
preferences have drastically changed 
due to the shift in preferences towards 
healthier diets, as well as economic and 
national/regional factors. Furthermore, 
younger generations — being more 
health-conscious compared to older 
consumers — are continuing to take 
over the economy, boosting the demand 
for organic and natural ingredients, 
as well as the interest in healthier 
snack choices, thus creating growth 
opportunities even in more mature 
markets. 

 
 
 
These factors, both alone and combined, 
have shaped the consumption of cheese 
products in various ways. The two 
main cheese market trends that have 
been identified in recent years are: (1) 
the increasing health consciousness 
among cheese consumers, and (2) the 
snackification of cheese.

HEALTHY CHEESE:  
AN OPPORTUNITY TO GROW 

In the last few years, health foods’ driving 
force has been intensifying, supported 
by the rise of diets such as vegetarianism 
and veganism in developed markets. In 
addition, the sustainability of the supply 
chain and the ingredients’ origin are 
becoming a preponderant source of 
differentiation and a key success factor 
for companies operating in this sector.

Western Europe HW* cheese retail value sales (US$m, 2017 fixed rate)

Source: Euromonitor  

*HW: health and wellness

CAGR %
2013–2018

11.3%

6.8%

1.6%

0.0%
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Market trends

As evident from the data referring 
to retail sales in Western Europe, a 
dynamism towards health and wellness 
cheese products is pretty clear: lactose-
free cheese sales have seen a whopping 
+11.3% of CAGR between 2013 and 2018, 
followed by organic cheeses (+6.8%). 
Overall, the products that are perceived 
as healthier are preferred by the 
consumers.

Many forces are shifting the 
demand for cheese towards 
products that are perceived to 
be healthier by the customers. 
The knowledge of those 
forces is the key factor for 
successful growth in the 
cheese market. 

Sustainability: Cheese is seen by 
consumers as a more sustainable 
source of animal protein, more so than 
meat. Those who are most aware of 
sustainability issues are vegetarians. 
In this particular case, the vegetarian 
diet allows the consumption of animal 
derivative products, and high-protein 
cheeses are perceived as a valuable 
substitution. 

Origin and quality of ingredients: 
Consumers are becoming more aware 
regarding the quality of ingredients 
and the processes used in the industry. 
This trend is visible both in developed 
markets, where the average consumer 
is more selective about the ingredients 
in products, and in the developing ones, 
where there is an increase in the middle 
class. In most cases, products with better 
quality ingredients are perceived as 
healthier. 

Cheese as a valuable choice for 
sporty people or weight loss: Cheese’s 
organoleptic properties make it a 
valuable ally for sporty people looking 
to pursue a high-protein diet and avoid 
meat consumption (which is perceived 
as unhealthy). Long-matured cheeses 
are the favorite among people who are 
looking to integrate protein into their 
diet, thanks to the high presence of 
amino acids. In addition, the huge variety 
of cheese products available ensures 
that the consumers’ demand for taste 
and nutrition properties can also be met.
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Market trends

SNACKIFICATION: A SECOND LIFE FOR CHEESE IN MATURE MARKETS

The most mature cheese markets, like 
Western Europe and North America, 
where over half of global cheese sales 
are generated, are more subject to 
the sort of innovation that creates new 
consumption opportunities for products 
with stagnant growth. The concept 
that holds the most potential in this 
space is the so-called snackification 
of cheese that, in other words, means 

presenting traditional cheese products 
in a snackable format that offers 
nutritional benefits (like proteins) and 
is healthier compared with traditional 
confectioneries. 

Nowadays, preferences in terms of 
the types of snacks consumed have 
massively evolved towards healthier 
offerings. This has brought growth to 

some dairy-based snacks and savory 
options — which, as the following 
chart highlights, is the major growing 
category in terms of consumer choice. 
As the graph shows, savory snacks 
(which includes cheese-based snacks) 
saw important growth between 2013 
and 2018 and is forecast to continue to 
increase. 

Western Europe & North America choice of snack, 2013–2023

Source: Euromonitor data. % Retail Value Sales, US$ constant fixed exchange 2018.
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Market trends

As proof of this snackification trend, 
Groupe Bel, the French group leader in 
the production of cheese-based snacks, 
is undertaking significant investment to 
increase its production plants in France 
and Canada for the famous Babybel 
branded snacks. 

Furthermore, it also started to integrate 
healthier solutions into its range to 
attract the attention of more health-
conscious customers. At the beginning 
of 2018, Bel launched an organic version 
and a light version of Mini Babybel.

A good example of a main player 
that has already moved in this 
direction is Lactalis, who, in order 
to rejuvenate consumption habits 
in cheese categories, launched a 
campaign in September 2016 to 
diversify the use of Camembert 
and promote its consumption as a 
snacking product or an ingredient 
for appetizers, with Apéro 
Camembert Président supported by 
a digital and in-store presence.

Parmareggio SpA — the Italian producer 
of Parmesan — is another example of a 
traditional company that is reinventing 
the consumption of its products. The 
new brand L’ABC della merenda 
— developed in collaboration with 
Noberasco (an Italian leading brand in 
dried fruits) and Valfrutta (a renowned 
Italian brand of fruit juices) aims to offer 
healthier snack solutions for children. 
As the company’s marketing director 
stated during a recent interview: “the 
snackification for companies in the 
cheese industry is a way to increase 
the consumption by leveraging 
changes in consumer habits.”

All products, logos and company names are trademarks™ or registered® trademarks of their respective holders. Use of them does not imply any affiliation with or 
endorsement by them.
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M&A activityM&A activity
M&A activity in 2018 slowed down, with only 43 transactions completed versus the 71 registered the year before. Out of the 
43 deals completed in 2018, 20 involved a target company based in North America, while the other 18 were based in Europe. 
Even though Europe and North America are the largest and most mature cheese markets worldwide, the industry is still very 
fragmented and therefore subject to continued consolidation.

The decrease in the number of cheese deals completed is in line with the global decline in the volume of M&A activity outlined in 
2018 compared with the year before. However, the significant decrease registered in the cheese industry is evidently due to the 
decrease in activity in Asia Pacific and Latin America, which registered only two and one completed deals, respectively, in 2018, 
compared to the 12 and 8 registered in 2017.

Cheese M&A deals, 2014–2018 Cheese M&A deals by geographic area, 2018

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

43

71

63

81

52

2.3%

4.7%

4.7%

41.9%

46.5%

North America 

Europe 

Africa/ME 

Asia Pacific 

Latin America

“Most reputed industrial players in the cheese industry are looking for 
value-added products to offer to the final consumers in order to avoid the 
'commodity' price-driven battle. This is one of the hottest drivers of the 

M&A activity we are engaged in.”

DAVIDE MILANO
OAKLINS CHEESE SPECIALIST

Source: CapitalIQSource: CapitalIQ
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Selected listed players

Company Website Country

Market 
cap

(US$m)
Net  
debt

Enterprise 
value Revenues EBITDA

EBITDA 
margin

EV/ 
revenues

EV/ 
EBITDA

www.danone.com 50,564    -    66,208 28,224 5,045 17.9% 2.4x 11.3x

www.saputo.com 12,982   1,731   14,753   9,534   880 9.2% 1.5x 16.4x

www.glanbia.com   6,190   660   6,843   2,732   356 13.0% 2.5x 17.0x

www.fonterra.com   4,736 4,395   9,244 13,919   872 6.3% 0.7x 10.4x

www.emmi.com   4,595   157   4,806   3,514   351 10.0% 1.4x 11.4x

www.groupe-bel.
com

  2,415    -    3,333   3,792   287 7.6% 0.9x 11.7x

www.dairycrest.
co.uk

  1,297   306   1,608   602   115 19.0% 2.6x 13.8x

www.savencia-
fromagedairy.com

  1,014    -    1,890   5,568   278 5.0% 0.3x 6.9x

www.begacheese.
com.au

  711   330   1,043   1,038   63 6.0% 1.0x 16.4x

Median 1.4x 11.7x

Average 1.5x 12.8x

Max. 2.6x 17.0x

Min. 0.3x 6.9x

PERFORMANCE OF MAJOR LISTED PLAYERS

Source: Capital IQ as of 15 March 2019;  
LTM figures in US$m 
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Date CHEESE Custom 
Index

FTSE All - World 
Index - Food 
Producers

14-Mar-16 0,00 0,00
15-Mar-16 -0,32 -0,32
16-Mar-16 -0,12 -0,13
17-Mar-16 2,76 1,23
18-Mar-16 2,42 1,09
19-Mar-16 2,42 1,09
20-Mar-16 2,42 1,09
21-Mar-16 2,04 0,79
22-Mar-16 1,76 0,10
23-Mar-16 1,03 0,33
24-Mar-16 0,58 -0,46
25-Mar-16 0,44 -0,54
26-Mar-16 0,44 -0,54
27-Mar-16 0,44 -0,54
28-Mar-16 1,03 -0,07
29-Mar-16 1,44 0,85
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Valuation trends
From 2016 to 2017, the cheese custom index has slightly outperformed the food & beverage industry benchmark  
(FTSE All – Food Producers – World Index). However, during 2018, the index dropped from +25% to -5%. This effect is due to the 
fact that almost all of the stocks included in the index suffered negative performance. The stocks that suffered the most were 
Fromageries Bel, which suffered a market capitalization drop of -40.1% from January 2018 to January 2019, followed by Savencia 
(-29.6%) and Fonterra (-26.7%). However, the beginning of 2019 foresees a positive outlook for the cheese market.

During the last three years, average revenues and EBITDA trading multiples — of the selected cheese-listed players — have 
registered interestingly different patterns. In fact, even though the average revenues multiple has remained relatively flat, ranging 
from 1.2x to 1.4x, the average EBITDA multiple has registered a less regular route. Indeed, after having peaked at 14x EV/EBITDA in 
December 2015, the market reached its lowest value the following year, namely 11x, in December 2016. The reason behind this erratic 
movement can mainly be attributed to the drop in the price of raw materials (in 2016, European milk prices reached their lowest 
value since 2009; source: CLAL), which suddenly increased the average profitability of all the players in the market. The increased 
prices after 2016 brought the EV/EBITDA back up, but it suffered again in 2018 due to the drop in market capitalization of most of the 
players. The average EV/EBITDA multiple registered is 12.5x.

Cheese custom index vs food market index

Cheese: past three years’ EV/sales multiples

Cheese: past three years’ EV/EBITDA multiples
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Date Target Bidder Rationale Country Valuation

EV 
(US$m)

EV/
Sales

EV/ 
EBITDA

EV/
EBIT

22-Feb-2019

(Announced)

Enter the UK market with an 
attractive platform for European 

growth 
1,210 2.6x 13.8x 17.1x

4-Feb-2019

(Announced)

MilCo

Consortium of 
Investors

N/A 464 0.7x 6.7x 9.1x

22-Jan-2019
In line with the strategy of build 
presence in emerging market N/A N/A N/A N/A

21-Jan-2019
(Announced)

Strong platform for accelerated 
growth momentum in becoming 
one of the largest private dairy 

businesses in India

101 0.8x N/A N/A

4-Jan-2019

Cheese’s Seymour 
Plant

Expand its blue cheese production 
and increase its capabilities 
to develop new blue cheese 

products and packaging solutions

N/A N/A N/A N/A

2-Jan-2019
Inorganic growth and diversify 

from its core business 37 0.8x N/A N/A

11-Nov-2018
(Announced)

Part of Eurial’s internationalization 
process N/A N/A N/A N/A

5-Nov-2018
(Announced) ME and Africa 

Cheese Business

Aim to grow sales in the  
Middle East and North Africa N/A N/A N/A N/A

5-Nov-2018
(Announced) Canadian Natural 

Cheese Business

Increase the penetration in the 
Canadian market, leveraging the 

local renowned brands
1,234 2.9x 12.0x N/A

30-Nov-2018
Two manufacturing 

facilities

Consolidate its position in North 
American as leading producer of 
natural italian cheese products

85 N/A N/A N/A

2-Nov-2018

Invest downstream in the 
value chain in order to obtain 

manufacturing capabilities and 
renowned brands in its portfolio

N/A N/A N/A N/A

31-Jul-2018

Invest in a natural cheese brand 
with the aim of expanding the 

audience and creating more value 
in the brand

N/A N/A N/A N/A

17-Jul-2018
Koroit factory

Strengthen its presence in one of 
the main dairy regions in Australia 185 N/A N/A N/A

19-Jun-2018
Increase its presence in specialty 

cheese and expand its yogurt 
offering in Canada

78 1.8x N/A N/A

17-May-2018
Strengthen market position 

in specialty cheeses and 
complement high-end portfolio

N/A N/A N/A N/A

M&A activity
A selection of private transactions in the segment
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Source: Capital IQ 

M&A activity

Date Target Bidder Rationale Country Valuation

EV 
(US$m)

EV/
Sales

EV/ 
EBITDA

EV/
EBIT

30-Mar-2018
Include in its portfolio a premium 

yogurt and traditional Ligurian 
cheeses

N/A 0.7x 6.0x 7.0x

6-Feb-2018
Part of Eurialʼs internationalization 

process N/A N/A N/A N/A

22-Dec-2017
Minority investment to further 

boost companyʼs growth N/A N/A N/A N/A

22-Dec-2017

Strengthening its presence in a 
country with a high level of cheese 
consumption will help to develop 

a strong position for specialty 
brands in the Russian market

N/A N/A N/A N/A

12-Dec-2017
Enable Saputo to broaden its 

presence in specialty cheese in 
the United States

264 2.3x N/A N/A

26-Oct-2017

Expand its value-added dairy 
business in South America and 
extend the product portfolio to 
top-selling cheese categories

1,543 1.0x 16.5x 21.8x

20-Sep-2017

Part of Granarolo’s industrial 
growth plan, which has seen it 
acquire a number of small and 

medium-sized companies in Italy 
and abroad

N/A N/A N/A N/A

4-Jul-2017
Further expand its business  

in Romania 40 0.9x N/A N/A

1-May-2017
Increase its current portfolio of 
gourmet cheeses and enter the 

yogurt market
130 2.4x N/A N/A

12-Apr-2017

Strengthen and expand its position 
in resilient growth markets and 

double its size in North American 
business

12,511 3.0x 24.8x 33.7x

31-Mar-2017

Support companyʼs growth 
initiatives, including the 

development of new products 
and the build-out of additional 

production capacity

N/A N/A N/A N/A

29-Mar-2017
Accelerate growth in dairy 

business with trusted brands and 
innovative products

N/A N/A N/A N/A

6-Mar-2017
Obtain full ownership of its 
Autralian cheese and butter 

business
530 1.0x 16.6x 27.8x

13-Jan-2017
Expand its business in the US 

market and boost its growth into 
the cream cheese segment

N/A N/A N/A N/A

12-Jan-2017 Strengthen its goat’s milk business N/A N/A N/A N/A
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OVER THE YEARS, OAKLINS HAS 
BECOME ONE OF THE MOST 
EXPERIENCED AND INFORMED 
M&A ADVISORS IN THE CHEESE 
SECTOR. 

By continuously monitoring the 
developments in the industry, visiting 
all the major events and maintaining 
regular contact with the leading players, 
Oaklins has managed to develop a solid 
understanding of the market dynamics 
and the key consolidators. 

In March 2018, Sabelli completed the 
acquisition of Caseificio Val dʼAveto, a 
niche producer of melted yogurt and 
traditional cheeses.

Established more than 25 years ago, 
Caseificio Val dʼAveto is active in the 
production of typical Ligurian cheeses 
and filtered yogurt produced using the 
ancient hand-made casting technique. 
Caseificio Val dʼAveto, located in 
the Ligurian hinterland, generated a 
turnover of approximately US$5 million 
in 2017. The founding shareholders, the 
Cella-Pastorini and Fontana families, 
will remain minority shareholders to 
give continuity to the business and to 
maintain tradition.

Founded in 1921, Sabelli SpA is an Italian 
family-owned dairy company active in 
the production of mozzarella cheese, 
ricotta, burrata and stracciatella, and 
other cheese products, mainly through 
its own brands. In 2017, the company  
had a turnover of approximately  
US$150 million and US$18 million 
EBITDA. In 2016, Sabelli acquired 
Trevisanalat from the private equity  
fund Alto Partners and laid the 
foundations for a leadership role in the 
production of mozzarella and cheese 
specialties in Italy.

This second acquisition widened Sabelli 
Group’s product portfolio, adding 
premium high value-added niche 
products.

Oaklins’ team in Italy advised the 
buyer in this transaction. The Italian 
team acted as the exclusive advisor to 
Sabelli throughout the process, from 
the analysis of the opportunity and the 
negotiations with the seller up to the 
closing.

Simone Mariani and Angelo Galeati, 
Sabelliʼs CEOs, commented: “This is 
the second deal we have closed with 
the support of Oaklinsʼ team. As in the 

previous experience, the team has 
proved to be efficient in identifying a 
niche player in our sector and bringing 
shareholders to finalize a successful 
transaction with our group. This 
acquisition is in line with our strategy 
of bringing into our group champions 
in their respective niches of Food 
Made in Italy. We are pleased to be 
able to contribute to the development 
of the Val DʼAveto brand, an excellent 
producer of traditional cheeses and 
melted yogurts with a unique and 
unmistakable taste.”

Case study
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OAKLINS OFFERS A 
COMPREHENSIVE RANGE  
OF SERVICES  

 ͽ M&A advisory (buy-side and  
sell-side)

 ͽ Growth equity and equity capital 
markets advisory

 ͽ Debt advisory

 ͽ Corporate finance services 

Cheese is one of our focus areas. 
Combining comprehensive sector 
knowledge with global execution 
has led Oaklins to become one of 
the most experienced M&A advisors 
in the cheese sector, with a large 
network of relevant market players 
worldwide. This results in the best 
possible merger, acquisition and 
divestment opportunities for cheese 
companies.

If mergers, acquisitions, or divestitures 
of businesses or business units 
are part of your strategy, we would 
welcome the opportunity to exchange 
ideas with you. 
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Partner 

 Turin, Italy 

T:  +39 011 020 4560

OAKLINS CHEESE SPECIALISTS

Deep local roots,  
global commitment
Oaklins brings you opportunities from across the world and  

we meet you with our expertise wherever you are

About Oakl ins

Oaklins is the world’s most experienced mid-market  

M&A advisor, with 800 professionals globally and dedicated 

industry teams in 40 countries worldwide. We have closed  

over 1,500 transactions in the past five years.
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