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Foreword 
 
The caper, traditionally a Mediterranean plant, has not, until a recent trial in Mannum, South Australia, 
been commercially grown in Australia. All caper products have until now been imported to Australia. 
The Mannum trial established that capers can be grown successfully in Australia and this study aimed 
to gain increased insight into the existing Australian market for caper products, to reduce labour costs 
by mechanising the caper sorting process and to raise awareness of capers in potential caper grower 
and consumer segments of the market. 
 
Market research was undertaken to establish a typical customer profile. Key price points were 
evaluated and an attempt made to establish the size of the Australian market for caper products so that 
future growth in this industry can take place in a sustained and practical manner.  
 
Underlying the study is the need to maintain a premium price for Australian capers if they are to be 
commercially viable and it appears that, while there is a segment of the market willing to pay for high-
quality, local produce, points of difference, particularly in flavour, are essential if brand loyalty is to 
be developed and sustained. The market research highlighted the need for ongoing consumer education 
in areas including what the caper is, how they taste and how to use them. 
 
Information sheets, ‘shelf talkers’, including images of the caper plant, background information on 
Australian Capers, celebrity endorsement, caper uses and recipes were designed by Australian Capers 
and are distributed to consumers at caper tastings and by retailers of Australian Capers. These ‘shelf 
talkers’ are significant in educating consumers and it is expected that they will assist to create a 
knowledgeable and loyal customer base over time.  
 
This report also reports on the design and development of a sorting machine designed to sort capers 
mechanically to an international grading scale and maintain quality and consistency while reducing 
labour costs. Much consideration was given to maintaining the quality of the capers, ergonomics, the 
corrosive nature of the product, waste disposal and cost. 
 
If the market is to continue to grow and increased economies of scale are achieved then there is an 
opportunity for other growers to be involved in the development of this new crop. Australian Capers 
has received a large number of enquiries from prospective growers and will make plants and technical 
know how available to new growers. 
 
This project was funded from RIRDC core funds which are provided by the Australian Government.  
 
This report is an addition to RIRDC’s diverse range of over 1500 research publications. It forms part 
of RIRDC sub-program 1.1, ‘New Plant Products’, and specifically it is part of the sub-program 
component ‘Culinary Herbs and Spices’, which aims to maintain a high quality and consistent product 
capable of competing successfully in a highly competitive global market.  
 
Most of our publications are available for viewing, downloading or purchasing online through our 
website: 
 
• downloads at www.rirdc.gov.au/fullreports/index.html 
• purchases at www.rirdc.gov.au/eshop 
 
Peter O’Brien 
Managing Director 
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation 
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Executive Summary  
 
What the report is about 
 
This is a report on the progress of the developing caper industry in Australia.  The Australian Caper 
Company has spent eight years researching and participating in the development of this new industry.  
This is a report on progress in three development areas; 
 

1. Market research – an independent market survey was undertaken to gain an understanding of 
perceptions, prices, markets brands and product presentation in relation to capers in the 
Australian market place. 

2. The design and development of a sorting facility to suit Australian requirements and deliver 
consistency in size grades. 

3. The design and distribution of educational point of sale materials on what are capers, how to 
use them and why Australian capers are special.  

 
Who is the report targeted at? 
 
The report is targeted at investors and new growers.  If capers are to be considered as an alternative 
crop then an assessment of production, sorting, current market and the identification of particular 
threats and opportunities that might affect the growth of a market for Australian-grown capers is 
necessary. This report begins to look at these questions.  
 
Background 
 
The world demand for capers is increasing and the caper plant confers environmental benefits with its 
suitability to dry saline conditions.  It is worthwhile pursuing the opportunity to establish a niche 
market focused on producing high-quality capers for import replacement and potentially for export 
that will bring economic benefits to Australia and particularly to rural Australia.  
 
The caper is increasingly popular in Mediterranean-influenced Australian diets and Australians now 
have the choice to purchase a locally produced, distinctive, organic alternative to imported product.  
 
The caper has health benefits and potential for medicinal uses as well as contributing to land 
regeneration and biodiversity as it provides an alternative crop in drought prone, saline and poor 
quality soils. 
 
A trial to establish whether capers can be successfully grown has been undertaken in Mannum, South 
Australia since 2000. One thousand plants of various varieties have been successfully propagated and 
various trials established to test and compare growing conditions and plant varieties. The Australian 
Caper Company has built up a knowledge bank unique to Australian conditions and has undertaken to 
share plants and knowledge with potential growers in a bid to establish an Australian caper industry to 
replace, in part, an import market estimated to be around 450 tonnes annually.  
 
The Australian Caper Company picks, processes and markets caper products directly to chefs and 
gourmet retailers around Australia. It is clear that Australian capers are a premium product and 
consumers and food industry professionals have welcomed the opportunity to enjoy the distinctive 
flavour and taste of an Australian product that rivals the best in the world. 
 
Aims and Objectives 
 
As Australian capers are currently commanding prices at the very top end of the market, it was 
necessary to establish the size of the existing market. Rural Solutions South Australia (RSSA), a 
branch of the Department of Primary Industries and Resources, South Australia (PIRSA), was engaged 



 
 
to collate and analyse survey results to form a basis for a market assessment of perceptions, prices, 
markets, brands and product presentation in relation to capers in the Australian market place. 
 
The caper requires handpicking over the hottest four months of the year and is a labour intensive, 
high-cost crop. Costs need to be carefully monitored and cost-reducing mechanised systems actively 
investigated to encourage pricing that is comparative with that of the best quality imported caper 
products.   A sorting machine was designed and built to maintain the quality of graded capers and to 
reduce the high labour costs incurred through hand grading. The knowledge gained, issues overcome 
and processes used in the development of this machinery are made available through this report.  
 
Methods 
 
    Market Research 
Survey questionnaires were designed in conjunction with the Murraylands Regional Development 
Board and were critiqued by Rural Solutions SA before being administered by Australian Capers in a 
series of phone and individual interviews at product tastings conducted at the Adelaide Central Market 
and at a Melbourne retailer. Interviews of wholesalers, retailers and consumers were undertaken along 
with a survey distributed by retailers of Australian Capers and filled in independently by customers 
and returned by post.  A local pricing survey of competitor caper products was undertaken to 
determine the range and type of products available and their prices in supermarkets and delicatessens, 
to provide a comparison to the Australian caper product in a retail sense.  Rural Solutions SA collated 
and analysed all survey results, and provided summaries, key messages and recommendations 
(Appendix 4).  
 
    Sorting Machine 
A sorting machine was designed and developed.  Initially, a model of a graded shaker table was made 
and then dismissed in favour of a rotating tube at a low angle and punctured with circular grading 
holes. 
 
    Educational Aids 
Educational aids were professionally designed and printed. The ‘shelf talker’ is designed to be eye-
catching and easily displayed on shop shelves. The goal was to inform shoppers regarding Australian 
Capers – what the caper is and how it grows, highlight the ‘Australian grown’, introduce the grower 
and provide shoppers with an attractive recipe card and celebrity endorsement (Appendix 5).  
 
Results and key findings 
 
    Market research 
The results of a consumer survey confirmed that, while there are customers willing to support local, 
high-quality produce, if brand loyalty is to be expected there must be a demonstrable point of 
difference from imported produce and cost must relate in some way to the top price of the best 
imported product. It also became clear that the majority of people are not sure what a caper is, let alone 
its various uses.  
 
The market research confirmed a number of perceptions: 
• Product perceptions: 

The areas considered most important by all consumers surveyed, were ‘flavour’, ‘texture’ and 
‘freshness’.   

• Consumer education: 
Consumers need as much information as possible about how to use the product, especially when 
more consumers are familiar with capers in brine than with the salted Australian capers.   ‘Shelf 
talkers’ were regarded to be the best means to effectively communicate serving suggestions, 
recipes and the product details to the consumer. 

• Price: 
Price is going to be a major issue for the Australian capers. It was an overwhelming theme 
across all respondents in all categories. The emerging caper industry needs to consider how it 



 
 

can bring its price point closer to that of the best quality imported products that are available. 
Specifically, for the Australian Caper Company, if it were to maintain its current price point, the 
product will likely have a small and narrow target market. 

 
Australian capers are sold at prices roughly 2–3 times that of the best quality imported product.  While 
it may be possible to maintain this price at the top end of a niche gourmet market, it is essential that 
Australian caper growers continue to be vigilant, looking for innovative ways to reduce costs, while 
maintaining a definitive point of difference over their imported competitors and growing their market 
share. 
 
    Sorting Machine 
Based on the old style oyster and almond sorting machines, a prototype of a rotating tube with circular 
holes at a low angle was built. Each cylinder was mounted on wheels and graded product caught 
below. The rotary circular hole model performed most satisfactorily and could be hand turned or 
driven by a rubber wheel or an electric drill. 
 
    Educational Aids 
Maggie Beer, celebrity chef and food writer, endorsed Australian Capers on the front of the card and 
provided the recipe on the back. The ‘shelf talkers’ were designed to be colourful, eye catching and 
attractive.  They have been well received and are useful takeaways for customers at caper tastings. 
Ongoing tastings at various retailers and the development of a media pack designed to stimulate 
interest and media coverage across the various media will assist with ongoing education and interest in 
Australian Capers.  In 2005 articles featuring Australian capers were published in Outback Magazine, 
The Grower, The Age, the Small Farms Magazine, the Sydney Morning Herald, and ‘The chef and the 
cook’ was filmed onsite at Australian Capers for ABC Television. ABC Landline was filmed onsite in 
January 2006 and various other publications have also indicated their interest. Simultaneously a 
number of well-recognised chefs have supported Australian Capers and feature capers on their menus 
and in their gourmet retail outlets. As more public figures support Australian Capers, public awareness 
will grow and stimulate an increased market. 
 
Recommendations 
 
Similar to the case of the Australian olive oil industry; if Australian Capers focuses primarily on 
production, then marketing and distribution could be overlooked. In extreme cases this can lead to 
commoditisation of products as producers fail to differentiate their products from those of other 
producers, causing a price-taking scenario.  
 
While economies of scale are no doubt achievable as capers are grown on a larger scale, the outlook 
for price-reducing opportunities for Australian caper production is, at this stage, believed to be 
somewhat limited. As a new industry, however, there is an opportunity for growers to consider the 
issues of oversupply and tackle the questions of commoditisation and sustainable market growth in a 
concerted manner.  
 
 

 



 
 

1.  Introduction  
 
A trial to establish whether capers, a native of the Mediterranean, can be successfully grown and sold 
in Australia has been undertaken in Mannum, South Australia, since the year 2000. One thousand 
plants of various varieties have been successfully propagated and various trials established to test and 
compare growing conditions and plant varieties. The Australian Caper Company has built up a 
knowledge bank unique to Australian conditions and has undertaken to share plants and knowledge 
with potential growers in a bid to establish an Australian caper industry for the domestic market and 
replace, in part, an import market estimated to be around 450 tonnes annually.  
 
It has been difficult to establish the size of the Australian caper market due to the amalgamation of 
capers into other import categories that do not specify capers. The most recent figures available 
reported that in 1995 Australia imported 250 tonnes of caper products and if one applies the 6% per 
year growth of caper imports experienced in the US market from 1995 to 2000 then it can be assumed 
that the Australian market is currently around 450 tonnes (Australian Bureau of Statistics). 
 
The Australian Caper Company propagates, grows, picks, processes and markets caper products 
directly to chefs and gourmet retailers around Australia. It is clear that Australian capers are a 
premium product and consumers and food industry professionals have welcomed the opportunity to 
enjoy the distinctive flavour and taste of an Australian product that rivals the best in the world. 
 
None the less, the caper requires handpicking over the hottest 4 months of the year and is a labour 
intensive high-cost crop. Costs need to be carefully monitored and cost reducing mechanisms, 
including mechanisation, actively sought to maintain pricing that is comparable to the best quality 
imported caper products. 
 
Largely, this report is part of the ongoing due diligence required when introducing a new crop. Threats 
to the plant (eg from pests and disease) and threats to the surrounding environment by the plant (eg by 
rampant growth) have to be assessed in an ongoing manner. Previous research has found that the plant 
is very well suited to the arid conditions of much of Australia and a commercial farm has been 
successfully established at Mannum in South Australia. The Australian Caper Company is 
participating in the development of a future caper industry by making plants and knowledge gathered 
over 8 years of research available to other growers. If there is to be an uptake of capers as an 
alternative crop by new growers then an assessment of the current market and the identification of 
particular threats or opportunities that might affect the growth of a market for Australian-grown capers 
is necessary.  
 
This report begins to look at these questions. It also looks at the design and construction of a caper 
sorting plant that has made an immediate impact on the cost of sorting/grading capers and can be of 
benefit to other growers wishing to use this facility. Finally the report begins to tackle the question of 
developing a market for Australian caper products by identifying the need for and beginning the 
process of educating and informing consumers and food industry professionals of Australian 
Capers/capers in general and their uses. 
 



 
 

2.  Objectives 
 
With the world demand for capers increasing and the caper plant’s very obvious environmental 
benefits and suitability to dry saline conditions, it is worthwhile pursuing the opportunity to establish a 
high quality caper industry for import replacement and potentially export that will bring economic 
benefits to Australia and particularly to rural Australia.  
 
The caper is increasingly popular in Mediterranean-influenced Australian diets and Australians now 
have the choice to purchase a locally produced, distinctive, organic alternative to imported product.  
 
The caper has health benefits and potential for medicinal uses as well as contributing to land 
regeneration and biodiversity as it provides an alternative crop in drought-prone, saline, poorer quality 
soils. We report on the educational aids developed to encourage a sustainable and growing market for 
high-quality locally grown caper. We also give an update on the extension of caper growing 
opportunities to other growers via the large number of interested enquiries received via the Australian 
Capers website (www.australiancapers.com.au).  
 
Also, a sorting machine was designed and built to maintain the quality of processed capers while 
grading but to reduce the high labour costs incurred through hand grading. The knowledge gained, 
issues overcome and processes used in the development of this machinery is made available through 
this report. Caper growers have access to the use of this sorter reducing costs and achieving some 
economies that will reduce the cost of producing processed capers. 
 
Australian capers are currently commanding prices at the very top end of the local market and it is 
necessary to establish the size of the existing market. As such Rural Solutions SA a branch of PIRSA 
were engaged to collate and analyse survey results to form a basis for a market assessment into 
perceptions, prices, markets, brands and product presentation in relation to capers in the Australian 
market place. 
 
This report looks at three main areas: 
 
• Independent Market Research to further understand the current market for Australian Capers. 

The Marketing report also includes a snapshot of the Australian olive oil industry as a 
comparable industry developing out of a market serviced traditionally by imported product. 

 
• The design and development of a sorting facility constructed to suit Australian requirements and 

deliver a consistent and quality product. A number of issues were considered including the 
importance of preserving the quality of the product, the corrosive nature of the product, 
ergonomics, waste disposal and cost. A sorter was designed and built and then adjusted after it 
was trailed and evaluated against the design criteria. 

 
• The design and distribution of ‘educational aids’ to promote and improve consumer and food 

industry professionals understanding of the caper, what it is, uses etc and the promotion of 
capers as an alternative crop among prospective growers. 

 
 



 
 

3.  Methods 
 
Market Research 
 
Survey questionnaires were designed in conjunction with the Murraylands Regional Development 
Board and were critiqued by Rural Solutions SA before being administered by Australian Capers in a 
series of phone and individual interviews at a product tasting conducted at the Adelaide Central 
Market. Interviews for wholesalers (Appendix 1), Retailers (Appendix 2) along with a consumer 
survey (Appendix 3) which was distributed by retailers of Australian Capers, filled in independently 
by customers and returned by post.  
 
In their report (see Appendix 4), Rural Solutions SA undertook a quick desktop snapshot of the 
Australian olive industry to get a feel for the boutique market as a percentage of the total Australian 
olive oil market, and the effect on price. The Australian olive industry was viewed as a comparable 
industry, having grown and developed out of a market mostly serviced by imported product. See 
Appendix A of the report for snapshot. 
 
Rural Solutions SA undertook a local caper pricing survey of competitor products to determine the 
range and type of products and prices available in supermarkets and delicatessens, to provide some 
comparison to the Australian Caper product in a retail sense. See Appendix B of the report. 
 
A survey of ‘non-foodies’ was conducted by Rural Solutions to get a more realistic sample of typical 
consumer responses to the product. This included conducting 11 ‘consumer surveys’ within PIRSA 
across a range of work groups. In addition to the standard survey, these respondents were also given 
the opportunity to do a blind taste test of both the local product against a similar imported product 
(salted capers). They were also asked to taste locally produced caper berries treated in two different 
ways, as a separate exercise to gauge public opinion. See Appendix C of the report. 
 
Rural Solutions SA collated and analysed all survey results (consumer, retailer, wholesaler) for the 
Australian Caper Company, providing summaries of results, key messages and recommendations.  
 
Sorting Machine 
A model of a graded shaker table was made for discussion and dismissed in favour of a rotating tube at 
a low angle and punctured with circular grading holes. 
 
Educational Aids 
Educational aids were professionally designed and printed. The ‘shelf talker’ is designed to be eye-
catching and easily displayed on shop shelves. The goal was to inform shoppers regarding Australian 
Capers – what the caper is and how it grows, highlight the ‘Australian grown’, introduce the grower 
and provide shoppers with an attractive recipe card and celebrity endorsement.  
 
 



 
 

4.  Results  
 
Market Survey  
 
Product perceptions 
The areas considered most important by all consumers surveyed, were ‘flavour’, ‘texture’ and 
‘freshness’, where the Australian caper product rated really well. In contrast, ‘organic’ and ‘economic’ 
factors rated poorly, indicating that consumers placed little importance here. 
 
Interestingly, a number of respondents rated ‘economic benefits to regions’ relatively high. This could 
have been a reflection of the audience (a number came from regional places). It is worth bearing in 
mind that many consumers experience a social pressure in relation to economic, social and green type 
issues to ‘say the right thing’. This doesn’t always translate to ‘doing it’ though. When prompted and 
presented with a possible influencing factor such as ‘economic and social benefits for regional 
Australia’, people will often say yes in recognition of the importance of the issue, but this doesn’t 
necessarily affect purchasing behaviour (in other words it’s not top-of-mind when shopping). 
Most consumers indicated that they viewed the supermarket as their main point of purchase for capers, 
with supermarkets/delis secondary. This has implications for the distribution and 
price point of the Australian Caper product and would indicate that they remain a niche product for the 
gourmet end of the market.  
 
Most consumers who tasted the Australian Capers product gave fairly positive and encouraging 
responses. However, the comparative blind tasting using the imported product still received a positive 
response from those consumers who tasted. By contrast also, the PIRSA consumers surveyed were 
comparably less positive perhaps because they were not under the influence or pressure of being 
surveyed by a producer or because they did not have the benefit of the producer to answer queries or 
explain the nature of the product.  
 
It is difficult to assess whether this range of responses will translate to commitment and purchase, and 
whether in fact consumers would prefer the local product to a similar imported one.  
 
Education, in-store tastings and shelf talkers at the point of sale will be important tools to encourage 
purchase. 
 
Consumer education 
Education will continue to be a major issue. Consumers need as much information as possible about 
how to use the product, especially when more consumers are familiar with capers in brine as opposed 
to salted Australian capers (although an increasing number of recipes recognise the superiority of 
capers in salt). 
While food interested people seemed more knowledgeable, increased awareness of possible uses might 
increase purchase frequency. The ‘shelf talkers’ provided to retailers will both draw attention to the 
product on the shelf and provide consumers with serving suggestions and recipes. 
 
A number of consumers indicated a concern with the salt used to preserve the product. Questions were 
raised about whether this was ‘healthy’, whether it ‘dissolved’ in contact with moisture, and indeed 
how to use the product with or without salt. Some education on health benefits and usage will be 
necessary here and are also addressed in part via the ‘shelf talkers’. 
 
Price 
Price is going to be a major issue for The Australian Caper Company. It was an overwhelming theme 
across all respondents in all categories. The Australian Caper Company needs to consider how it can 
bring its price point closer to that of the best quality imported products that are available. 
Obtaining economies of scale is a huge challenge for small companies in fledgling or new industries, 
but consideration needs to be given to all elements of the supply chain to reduce the price consumers 
are asked to pay. While the business’s ‘story’, positioning and high quality product helps to set The 



 
 
Australian Caper Company’s range apart and possibly secure a premium; if significant sales volumes 
are desirable the price must be closer to the competition. 
 
Packaging 
A recurring suggestion from some of the retailers and wholesalers surveyed was the use of a laminated 
stand up pouch. This could be a way to improve convenience, set the product apart from the 
competition and possibly even reduce packaging costs. There might also be merchandising advantages 
as well; eg, Jones the Grocer in Sydney uses this concept, hanging pouches from racks rather than 
stacking jars on shelves. Consumers also rated re-sealable and product visibility as important elements 
of packaging.  
 
Wholesale/retail distribution 
There appears to be no consistency with trading terms, which means that these will need to be 
negotiated individually with wholesalers and retailers. 
All wholesalers and retailers surveyed nominated the same type of target market – higher income 
‘foodies’. This means that if the Australian Caper Company maintains its current price point, the 
product will likely focus on a niche target market. 
 
Similar to the case of the Australian olive oil industry; if Australian Capers focuses primarily on 
production, marketing and distribution are often overlooked. In extreme cases this can lead to 
commoditisation of products as producers fail to differentiate their products from those of other 
producers, causing a price-taking scenario. A select few businesses will succeed by focusing on value-
added export and other forms of distribution. Other producers may supply bulk commodity oil to 
European producers for counter-seasonal blending and export. Given the growth predictions of the 
Australian industry, the Australian olive industry has the opportunity to choose one or more of the 
following future directions to avoid a major oversupply problem: 
 
• expand the total domestic market above projected levels and/ or 
• capture domestic market share from current importers 
• enter and increase selected export markets 
• capture export market share from current competitors. 
 
While some economies of scale are achievable as capers are grown on a larger scale, the outlook for 
price reducing opportunities for Australian caper production remains somewhat limited and 
opportunities for mechanisation and other cost reducing systems need to be considered. There is also 
an opportunity for new growers to consider the potential for oversupply and tackle the questions of 
commoditisation and sustainable market growth in a concerted manner to ensure a healthy market.  
 
Australians consume 30,000 tonnes of olive oil per year (30 million litres) – of which imported 
product accounts for upwards of 95%. Estimates of the current Australian olive oil market are as 
follows: 
• size: – boutique (non supermarket) makes up approx 20-30% of total olive oil sales 
• price: – high volume (supermarket) oils priced around $5 per litre (wholesale) 

 – low volume (non supermarket) oils are $10 and up per litre (wholesale) 
 
Encouraging for a fledgling caper industry is the understanding that boutique oil sales are less price 
sensitive, but are very influenced by marketing effort. 
 
It is estimated that the boutique olive oil market accounts for 15–20% of the total market for olive oil 
including farmers markets. Price are very variable and can range from $10–$30 retail for 500 ml and 
average price is $18–$20 for 375 ml. 
 
It has been suggested that there is an increasing range of Australian extra virgin olive oils available in 
Australian supermarkets, and while this is may lead to increased overall sales of oils, sales in gourmet 
stores would be decreasing. This is accompanied by an expectation that while people have been happy 
to pay a higher prices for Australian oils in the past, and may even have made a special trip to a deli to 



 
 
buy a particular oil, this may change as consumers have access to good oils in their local supermarket 
for much lower prices.  
 
Australian capers are sold at prices roughly 2–3 times the price as the best quality imported product 
and while they may be able to maintain this price at the top end of a niche gourmet market it is 
essential that Australian caper growers continue to be vigilant, looking for innovative ways to reduce 
costs while maintaining a definitive point of difference over their imported competitors and growing 
their market share. 
 
 
Sorting Machine 
 
Design Requirements 
 
The Australian Caper Company engaged David Inverarity of Inverarity Permaculture to design and 
build a grading machine to grade caper buds into at least 4 sizes, taking into account: 
 
• delicate nature of product 
• salted treatment 
• food handling standards in Australia 
• cost and ease of production 
• ability to develop and upgrade machine 
• requirement to grade to 4 different sizes 
 
A survey of used machinery available in Australia and particularly food grade machinery using the 
internet and second hand machinery outlets in Adelaide concluded that no machine existed which 
would easily adapt to grading capers. Some stainless steel sorting machines would sort to 2 grades but 
the cost plus freight was prohibitive. Most horizontal shaker machinery is used in heavy industry, 
mining and quarrying, especially for crushing rock, and cannot be easily adapted to food.  
 
A model of a graded shaker table was made for discussion. To grade capers to 4 sizes, 3 meshes of 
appropriate sizes are required. Results showed that the irregular shape of capers allowed too much 
variation in each grade. Square mesh has a variance between cross measure and diagonal measure of 
more than 2 mm and is not suited to the irregular shape of capers. Furthermore; vibrating tables with 
stainless steel contact areas require heavy frames, full welding and permanent installation in specific 
footings. 
 
Based on the old style oyster and almond sorting machines, a prototype of a rotating tube with circular 
holes at a low angle was built. Each cylinder was mounted on wheels and graded product caught 
below. The rotary circular hole model (3) performed most satisfactorily and could be hand turned or 
driven by a rubber wheel or an electric drill (see Photo 1, attached) 
 

 
 
(Several metres of 200mm plastic pipe were used for 2 prototypes to achieve 3 grades.) 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
From the prototype a detailed specification was formulated and a larger cylinder of approximately 300 
mm diameter and with 3 fields of holes representing relative market value of the grades was designed. 
The frame was built in galvanized steel to allow for some salt tolerance and is ‘flexible’ (non-welded) 
to allow for variation of the angle of the sorting cylinder and the future addition of a motor. The 
cylinder and all areas in contact with caper product are made of food grade stainless steel. Trials have 
been successful and the sorter commissioned. 
 

 
Photo 1 Sorter/Grading Machine 
 
 



 
 
Future alterations may include: 
 
• adjusted angle to avoid a second grading 
• added a prototype feeder/hopper to shake capers at a steady rate as well as removing some salt 
• motor and reduction drive and belt drive to allow a single operator  
• platform and safety rail to feeder hopper for operator safety  
• improved wheel bearings on suspended wheels for quieter operation 
• scrapers spring-loaded on drum to remove salt and keep top-grade consistent size 
 
 
Educational Aids/Grower Education 
 
Australian Capers developed a DL flyer designed to be eye-catching and easily displayed on shop 
shelves. The goal was to inform shoppers regarding the Australian Capers – what the caper is and how 
it grows, highlight the ‘Australian grown’, introduce the grower and provide shoppers with an 
attractive recipe card. Maggie Beer, celebrity chef and Food writer endorsed Australian Capers on the 
front of the card and provided the recipe on the back. These ‘shelf talkers’ have been well received and 
are useful takeaways for customers at caper tastings. 
 
The Australian Caper Company has received a large number of enquiries from potential growers via its 
website (www.australiancapers.com.au). Plants and know-how have been made available to those 
pursuing their interest in trialling capers for commercial growth. In addition seedlings are supplied to a 
large mail order nursery for sale to domestic growers. One assumes that interest and understanding are 
being fuelled as more people become aware of the caper plant and its edible product. 
 
 



 
 

5.  Recommendations 
 
 
Market research confirmed the belief that while there are customers willing to support local, quality 
produce, if brand loyalty is to be expected a demonstrable point of difference from imported produce 
must be clear and cost must relate in some way to the top price of the best imported product. It also 
became clear that the majority of people are not sure what a caper is or their various uses.  
 
Education of potential customers currently includes the use of ‘shelf talkers’ and tastings. In 2005 
several successful tastings were held at the Adelaide Produce Market in conjunction with other 
Mediterranean products and in Melbourne and these should be continued and expanded possibly also 
into Farmers markets where consumers have an opportunity to ‘meet the grower’ and grow in 
awareness of a given product, going home, talking about it and ideally creating some sort of ‘buzz’ 
and interest in a new product. 
 
A broader educational program using various media should continue to educate the public in general 
and stimulate some interest in the remarkable caper plant and its product. In 2005 articles featuring 
Australian capers were published in Outback Magazine, The Grower, The Age, the Small Farms 
Magazine, the Sydney Morning Herald, and ‘The chef and the cook’ was filmed onsite at Australian 
Capers for ABC Television. ABC Landline is due to film onsite in January 2006 and various other 
publications have also indicated their interest. Simultaneously a number of well-recognised chefs have 
supported Australian Capers and feature capers on their menus and in their gourmet retail outlets. As 
more public figures support Australian Capers, public awareness will grow and stimulate an increased 
market. These opportunities must be actively pursued and developed. 
 
As an increasing number of growers enter the Australian market and increasing media coverage fuel 
awareness of the caper, so interest in a superior, locally grown product is fuelled.  
 
It is essential that Australian growers continue to focus on producing superior quality product, aspiring 
to set the benchmark for quality internationally with a discernibly better, different product. As a new 
industry with a new product, Australian Caper Growers are uniquely positioned to achieve this. 
  
Future research should continue to focus on maximising production by understanding the nature of the 
plant and continued research into varieties, best farming practise and pests and disease is essential. 
Economies should be sought through growers working together to keep costs in check and reduce the 
risk of commoditisation. To further grow the market, an understanding of export markets should be 
sought and plans put in place to be in a position to take advantage of opportunities here.   
 



 
 

6.  Appendices 
 
Appendix 1:  Wholesalers & distributors survey form 
 
Objective:  Establish how can we shape our business and product to meet their needs in conjunction with 

making a sale. 
Method:  Telephone or face-to-face survey of approximately 10-15 participants. 

Do a comparative tasting (imported vs. local) 
 
Name:   _________________________________________ 
 
Contact details:  _________________________________________ 
 
Address: suburb/city _________________________________________ 
 
 
Current Sales of Caper Products 
 
1. Do you sell capers or caper products? YES  NO 
 
If no, please turn to question 16.  
 
2. What types of caper products do you sell? (Circle) 

 
A Capers in salt 
B Caperberries (how) 
C Capers in brine 
D Pickled leaves 
E Capers in oil 
F Other 

 
 

3. What sized capers do you sell?   
 

A Very small >7mm 
B Small 7-8mm 
C Medium 8-10mm 
D Large 10< 
E Caper berry 

 
Can you see product / value adding opportunities for different sizes? 

 
4. Who are your current suppliers/distributors of caper products?   

 
5. How are the caper products that you handle packaged (size and type) 

 
Size Packaging Type  Product  
45g        

A Capers in salt         
B Caperberries (how)         
C Capers in brine         
D Pickled leaves         
E Capers in oil         
F Other         

 
6. Do you have a feeling as to the quality / price / popularity of the above products? 

 
7. What is your annual Turnover (in Kilos) in caper products (size and type)? 

 
Annual turnover (Kilos)  Product  
45g       

A Capers in salt        
B Caperberries (how)        
C Capers in brine        
D Pickled leaves        
E Capers in oil        
F Other        



 
 
 
8. What is the retail price for these products? 

  
Retail Price $  Product  
45g       

A Capers in salt        
B Caperberries (how)        
C Capers in brine        
D Pickled leaves        
E Capers in oil        
F Other        

 
9. What are your main markets? Eg: 5 star restaurants, retail outlets.  
 
 
Consumer Profile 
 
10. Do you have a feeling as to the type of consumer buying caper products? (Ethnic, culture, age, income) 

 
 
 

Market Trends 
 
11. Are you able to identify any trends in the sale of caper products? (i.e. seasonality) 

 
 
Have you noticed a change in demand over the last 5 to 10 years? Why? 
 

A Increased 
B Decreased 

 
Which products and businesses? 
 

 
Product Perceptions 

 
12. What incentives would encourage you to sell locally grown capers? 

 
 

 
13. What strengths would locally grown capers provide? (i.e. < admin, > quality control) 

 
 

14. What is the likelihood that you would distribute Australian Capers? Level of interest? 
 

A Highly likely / Very interested 
B Maybe / Somewhat interested 
C Unlikely / Not interested 

 
 
15. What challenges or issues could you foresee? Eg: supply 

 
 

16. What price do you think the market will bear for a locally produced product? (Trend pricing diffs across 
stores) 
 
 

17. What quantities of capers would you be able to deal in? 
 

 Product Quantity 
A Capers in salt  
B Caperberries (how)  
C Capers in brine  
D Pickled leaves  
E Capers in oil  
F Other  



 
 
 
18. Would your customers pay a premium for sustainable, organic products? How much? 

 
 % Premium 

YES  
 

NO 
 

 
 
19. What do you think of our labeling and branding? Does it reflect product quality and market positioning?  

 
 

Terms of Trade 
 
20. Do you have any exclusivity agreements that would prevent you from selling other caper products? 

 
YES  NO 
 
 

21. What price would your customers want to buy for? 
 
 
 

22. What wholesale price would be agreeable to you?  
 

 
 
23. What are your terms of trade? (Ownership / consignment / returns?) 

 
 
 

24. Marketing, merchandising and support expectations? 
 
 
Exporters 
 
1. Can you identify International trends that may have an impact on the export of capers? 

 
 

2. Is there a market for exported Australian capers? If so, which countries do you believe and why? 
 
 

3. Market access issues / requirements, in brief 
 
 

4. Likely distribution channel (to the markets identified) 
 
 

5. Who should we be targeting? Which outlets? 
 
 

6. What sort of quantities would be required? How frequently? (Supply volume and continuity) 
 
 

7. Branding and labeling requirements (destination country legislation; cultural requirements) 
 
 

8. Likely price points for exported product (landed cost) 
 

 
9. What about organic capers? Which markets?  Are premiums paid? 

 
 



 
 
Appendix 2:  Retailer survey form 

 
Name:   _________________________________________ 
 
Contact details:  _________________________________________ 
 
Address: suburb/city _________________________________________ 
 
 
Current Sales of Caper Products 
 
25. Do you sell capers or caper products? YES  NO 

 
If no, please turn to question 15. 

 
26. What types of caper products do you sell? (Circle) 

 
A Capers in salt 
B Caperberries (how) 
C Capers in brine 
D Pickled leaves 
E Capers in oil 
F Other 

 
 

27. What size capers do you sell?   
 

A Very small >7mm 
B Small 7-8mm 
C Medium 8-10mm 
D Large 10< 
E Caper berry 

 
Can you see product / value adding opportunities for different sizes? 

 
 
28. Who are your current suppliers/distributors of caper products?   

 
 

29. How are the caper products that you handle packaged (size and type) 
 

Size Packaging Type  Product  
45g        

A Capers in salt         
B Caperberries (how)         
C Capers in brine         
D Pickled leaves         
E Capers in oil         
F Other         

 
30. Do you have a feeling as to the quality / price / popularity of the above products? 

 
 

31. What is your annual Turnover (in Kilos) in caper products (size and type)? 
 

Annual turnover (Kilos)  Product  
45g       

A Capers in salt        
B Caperberries (how)        
C Capers in brine        
D Pickled leaves        
E Capers in oil        
F Other        

 



 
 
32. What is the retail price for these products? 

  
Retail Price $  Product  
45g       

A Capers in salt        
B Caperberries (how)        
C Capers in brine        
D Pickled leaves        
E Capers in oil        
F Other        

 
33. Apart from consumers, do you supply to any other business  (Who, volume, regularity) 

 
 
Consumer Profile 
 
34. Do you have a feeling as to the type of consumer buying caper products? (Ethnic, culture, age, income) 

 
 
Market Trends 
 
35. Are you able to identify any trends in the sale of caper products? (i.e. seasonality) 

 
 

36. Have you noticed a change in demand over the last 5 to 10 years? Why? 
 

A Increased 
B Decreased 

 
Which products and businesses? 

 
Product Perceptions 

 
37. What incentives would encourage you to sell locally grown capers? 

 
 
 

38. What strengths would locally grown capers provide? (i.e. < admin,  > quality control) 
 
 

39. What is the likelihood that you would distribute Australian Capers? Level of interest? 
 

A Highly likely / Very interested 
B Maybe / Somewhat interested 
C Unlikely / Not interested 

 
 
40. What challenges or issues could you foresee? Eg: supply 

 
 

41. What price do you think the market will bear for a locally produced product? (Trend pricing 
diffs across stores) 
 

42. What quantities of capers would you be able to deal in? 
 

 Product Quantity 
A Capers in salt  
B Caperberries (how)  
C Capers in brine  
D Pickled leaves  
E Capers in oil  
F Other  

 
 
 



 
 
 
43. Would your customers pay a premium for sustainable, organic products? How much? 

 
 % Premium 

YES  
 

NO 
 

 
 
44. What do you think of our labeling and branding? Does it reflect product quality and market positioning?  

 
 

Terms of Trade 
 
45. Do you have any exclusivity agreements that would prevent you from selling other caper products? 

 
YES  NO 
 
 

46. What retail price do you think your market would bear? 
 
 

47. What wholesale price would be agreeable to you?  
 
 

48. What are your terms of trade? (Ownership / consignment / returns?) Do you purchase direct? 
 
 

49. In-store marketing, merchandising and support expectations? 
 
 

50. Listing requirements and product positioning on shelves? 



 
 
Appendix 3:  Consumer survey form 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Appendix 4:  RSSA caper market research results 
 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
Appendix 5:  Shelf talkers 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 


