
Opportunities for South 
Australia in WAGYU BEEF
Wagyu beef comes from several breeds of cattle that produce meat 
with specific characteristics, including intense fat marbling. Given that 
Australia has the largest population of full blood genetic Wagyu outside 
of Japan, in an optimal environment, free of the diseases that have 
otherwise restricted exports to other markets, the Australian Wagyu 
industry has good prospects. 
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This fact sheet presents a high 
level summary of the opportunities 
for South Australia to supply 
Wagyu Beef to the eight countries 
analysed through the Functional 
and Luxury Foods Research 
Project.

Wagyu beef comes from several breeds of cattle that produce meat with specific characteristics, including intense fat marbling. Wagyu 
is a broader category than Kobe beef, which is a registered trademark of the Kobe Beef Marketing and Distribution Promotion Association 
and must meet very strict conditions including it must have been raised and slaughtered in the Hyogo prefecture in Japan. 

Wagyu beef outside of Japan typically contain wagyu bloodlines from Japanese genetic stock exported in the 1990’s as this practise 
is no longer permitted. Currently Australia and the United States are the largest exporters of Wagyu beef with 80 to 90% of Australian 
exports going to the United States. Australia has the largest population of ‘full blood’ Wagyu beef outside Japan. Currently Wagyu cattle 
represent 3 per cent of the feedlot cattle numbers, they represented AUD261 million in sales in 2014, accounting for approximately 8 per 
cent of the total feedlot carcass value. The Australian Wagyu Association forecasts that Wagyu will account for 7 per cent of feedlot cattle 
turnoff, and AUD580 million (17 per cent of total feedlot carcass value) by 2020.

CHINA Wagyu beef is a prized delicacy in China, despite a recent ban on imports from Japan. There are no significant 
domestic producers of Wagyu beef in China. In early 2016, Chinese health officials urged the country’s 1.3 billion 
residents to cut their meat consumption in half, for health reasons and to support environmental protection. It remains 
to be seen what impact this might have on Wagyu beef imports.

HONG KONG In Hong Kong, demand for Wagyu beef has strengthened on the back of the country’s economic growth. There are 
no domestic producers of Wagyu beef in Hong Kong. Meat products can be imported with an official certificate 
recognised by the Department of Food and Environmental Hygiene.

INDIA Imports of beef are banned in India on religious grounds.

INDONESIA After seafood, beef accounts for the largest form of protein consumption in Indonesia. Australia is the largest beef 
importer into Indonesia, but Japan is also a key supplier of premium Wagyu beef. There are strict regulations on 
Wagyu, as it must be Halal certified to meet the requirements of Indonesia’s Muslim consumers. There is a growing 
demand for Wagyu beef in Indonesia’s upmarket supermarkets and high end restaurants.

JAPAN In Japan, over 60% of the population consumes Wagyu beef on a regular basis. Wagyu is considered a particular 
delicacy and is highly prized by Japanese diners. The large local industry is unable to meet the current domestic 
demand. 

MALAYSIA Malaysia is a significant importer of beef, with an increase in demand for premium beef products due to an 
increase in the residents’ disposable incomes. There is a prevailing view within Malaysian society that any fat in 
beef is unhealthy, which has limited demand in the past. This has been a particular issue for Wagyu beef, which is 
particularly prized for the marbling of fat within the meat. There is also a growing trend towards gourmet hamburger 
restaurants in Malaysia that use wagyu beef. Given the majority Muslim population in Malaysia, any Wagyu beef 
exported to the country needs to be Halal certified.

SINGAPORE Singapore’s demand for Wagyu beef continues to increase with the product being widely available in high-end 
restaurants and specialised supermarkets. Currently Australia, Japan, New Zealand and the United States are the major 
exporters of Wagyu beef to Singapore.  Wagyu represents about 5% of total beef consumption in Singapore.

SOUTH 
KOREA

South Korea’s supply of Wagyu beef mainly comes from Australia, due to a recent ban on Japanese imports. However 
there is strong competition in the premium beef market due to the high demand for Hanwoo beef which is a local, 
South Korean produced luxury beef.
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR SOUTH AUSTRALIA
Given that Australia has the largest population of full blood 
genetic Wagyu outside of Japan, in an optimal environment, free 
of the diseases that have otherwise restricted exports to other 
markets, the Australian Wagyu industry has good prospects. 
Of the approximately two million full blood Wagyu’s that exist 
globally, 96% are in Japan, and the second highest population is 
in Australia (around 20% of the 83,000 Wagyu in Australia are full 
blood). Opportunities lie in every node of the value chain, with a 
particular pull-through focus on further improving eating quality 
and increasing returns to the beef industry:

• Wagyu breeds are operational in temperate to tropical 
climates. Given Australia’s diverse climatic range, there are 
several regions that are viable and currently active for Wagyu 
production. In South Australia, the south-eastern regions 
around Adelaide are capable of producing Wagyu, with some 
production already occurring.

• Given that the supply of Wagyu is relatively tight, particularly 
from competing exporter nations such as the United 
States and Brazil, prices are expected to remain strong. 
Huge opportunities loom in Asia, as Australia continues 
to differentiate its cattle industry towards more premium 
products, rather than sheer volume.  Wagyu is a vital sector in 
this respect, with cross-bred Wagyu alone fetching prices of 
around 40% higher than baseline Angus, and full blood Wagyu 
at premiums of 100% above.

• To remain internationally competitive in export markets, 
Australia needs to continue to improve its Wagyu eating 
quality, and boost returns to the beef industry. In order to do 
so, Australia needs to improve the efficiency and margins 
of its currently highly expensive beef production system. At 
current standards, it is 80% more expensive to process beef 
in Australia than it is in competing export nations such as the 
United States and Brazil. Wagyu, being primarily grain-fed 
cattle (with a 300-600 day finishing diet on grain), is cheaper 
to produce in the United States, where grain feed costs are 
lower, along with lower wages, higher productivity, and more 
efficient upstream processing, distribution, transport and 
retail. Australia, in contrast, is a primarily grass-fed cattle 
producer, raising and finishing 70% of its cattle on pasture. 
The United States is able to offer cheaper Wagyu to key Asian 
markets such as Korea, where it also has the advantage of an 
earlier Free Trade Agreement (FTA) implementation. Whilst 
the quality of Wagyu genetics in Australia, along with its 
exceptional record in progeny testing and traceability are to 
be lauded, production costs still leave room for competitive 
pricing strategies in export markets. An increasing number 
of Australian Wagyu and meat producers are becoming more 
vertically integrated, to this purpose.

• In export markets, South Korea continues to show increasing 
interest in Australian Wagyu, as local premium Hanwoo beef 
prices continue to escalate. Japan also looks to Australian 
Wagyu as a cheaper alternative to authentic domestic 
Kobe beef, with a weakening Japanese Yen and inflation, 
accompanied by stagnant household incomes. With FTAs 
encompassing beef import tariff reductions in Korea, Japan 
and China, Australia’s future prospects in the Wagyu export 
markets of Asia are positive.
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