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Marked slowdown in M&A activity in 
Food & Agri, with corporates and 

private equity players taking a 
slightly more cautious approach to 

dealmaking in a more volatile 
environment

Portfolio optimization remained 
the key theme for dealmaking in 
Big Food, as corporates continue 

to reshape portfolios by acquiring / 
investing in fast-growing brands and 

new categories and disposing  
non-core operations and brands  

that do not fit their strategies 

On the agriculture side, external 
factors such as the U.S.-China trade 

war, African Swine Fever and volatile 
weather patterns had a material 

impact on the global chain of animal 
protein, grains and oilseeds and farm 

inputs, causing most corporates 
to put M&A aside and focus on 

operational improvements

Looking forward, M&A activity is 
expected to remain subdued in Food 

& Agri, as external factors continue 
to drive increased volatility

Key takeaways Global M&A activity F&A sectors About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact us

In our 1H 2019 overview of transactional themes and activity in the Food & Agriculture markets we highlight the key 
trends and drivers in our industry,  as well as Rabobank’s active involvement in numerous strategic events that are 
reflective of these trends.
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Overall deal activity
1H 2019: Activity in Food & Agri M&A market slowed down 
considerably

Global M&A activity in the Food & Agri market has dropped 46% in 
terms of transaction value and 7% when it comes to volume, in 
comparison to 1H 2018. Trade conflicts and African Swine Fever 
were among the major factors that influenced deal activities in the 
F&A sector. 

Global M&A activity across sectors seems to have passed its peak 
level, but remained resilient in 1H 2019, reaching USD 1.8 trillion in 
deal value with over 8,000 transactions. While the overall 
transaction value showed a decline of 11% year-over-year, it 
increased 17% compared to 2H 2018. Given a more volatile 
external environment, we have also seen corporates and private 
equity taking a slightly more cautious approach towards 
dealmaking. 

Global M&A Food & Agri

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors
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Global M&A Food & Agri

F&A sectors

Food market observations

Portfolio optimization remains a key theme for deal making in the F&A sector, as corporates reshape portfolios in 
response to changing consumer behaviors. Investments in new high-growth categories remain high, while at the 
same time capital allocation continues to be optimized by disposing of non-core operations. Valuation levels 
remain consistently high in the food segment, in line with overall equity market movement. 
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Agri market observations

In the agribusiness markets, we have seen a notable decrease in transactions primarily due to the difficult 
commodity environment. Agriculture corporates are predominantly focused on operational improvements in 
their core operations, while simultaneously analyzing consolidation opportunities that will allow them to drive 
costs down further. We have started to see valuations in the agribusiness markets come under pressure as buyers 
become more selective and more inclined to remain on the sidelines, which may shift the balance towards a 
more buyer-friendly environment in the near / intermediate term.  
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Consumer Foods
The consumption trends that we have been seeing (the rise of small brands, the rise of private 
label) are now materially impacting companies’ performances. This has increased the pressure on 
corporates to act to revive top-line growth through a combination of increasing their R&D efforts, 
acquiring fast-growing brands and, increasingly, disposing brands that do not fit their strategies 
going forward or that cannot justify the capital investment needed to maintain their relevance  
to consumers.

Examples of continued portfolio reshaping are the acquisition by Ferrero SpA of the cookies and 
fruit snacks businesses from Kellogg Company for $1.3 billion, the acquisition by Post Holdings of 
the ready-to-eat cereal business from TreeHouse Foods and the acquisition by ConAgra Brands of 
Pinnacle Foods for $10.8 billion. Unilever, Nestle and Kraft Heinz have all disposed non-core assets 
recently, or are in the process of selling. We expect this trend to continue for the rest of 2019.

The first half of 2019 was also when meat substitutes grabbed the attention of Wall street with 
Beyond Meat’s IPO dominating news headlines. As its share price took off, Beyond Meat’s market 
valuation exceeded $10 billion. Meat substitutes, along with plant-based foods more generally, 
continue to be a key topic of conversation with many of our clients in the Consumer Foods, A 
nimal Protein and Dairy sectors.

Big Food continues with portfolio 
optimization through select disposals  
and investments in growth categories.

BeveragesConsumer Foods

Key takeaways Global M&A activity F&A sectors About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact us

DairyGrains & Oilseeds F&A Supply ChainsAnimal Protein Private EquityFarm Inputs Innovation
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Beverages
The beverages sector is experiencing an evolution, from fourth-wave and cold-brew coffee to  
CBD-infused and nutritional-minded drinks. New entrants are bringing innovation and new 
solutions to the traditional offerings by legacy conglomerates. These conglomerates in turn 
continue to re-orient their product portfolios away from traditional volume sectors, such as 
carbonated soft drinks to higher growth categories. PepsiCo’s acquisition of CytoSport, a U.S.-
based manufacturer of sport-oriented nutrition, for $465 million, fits squarely in this trend.

On the alcoholic beverages side, we have seen a few notable transactions, including the disposal  
of a portfolio of non-premium wine brands by Constellation Brands to E&J Gallo Winery for  
$1.7 billion and the disposal of AB InBev’s Australia business to Asahi for $11.3 billion. UK pub and 
brewing assets have been in focus with CK Asset Holdings agreeing to acquire Greene King PLC for 
£4.6 billion as well as TDR Capital backed Stonegate Pub Company acquiring Ei Group for £3 billion. 
In the craft category, Boston Beer’s acquisition of Dogfish Head Craft Brewery for $301 million 
demonstrates the importance of scale in the beer category to compete effectively. 

The continued rise of new alcoholic beverage brands was on display through Constellation Brands’ 
investment in Mezcal El Silencio’s*, permitting Constellation Brands to expand into the high-
growth Mezcal market. 

* Transactions with Rabobank’s involvement

Similar to the trend in Big Food, evolution 
of the beverage sector continues to see 
corporates focus on expanding their 
portfolio of high-growth brands to counter 
the impact of declining consumer demand 
in traditional beverage categories.

BeveragesConsumer Foods DairyGrains & Oilseeds F&A Supply ChainsAnimal Protein Private EquityFarm Inputs Innovation

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors
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Grains & Oilseeds
Grains and oilseeds markets faced weather and policy volatility in early 2019. The U.S.-China 
trade war and African Swine Fever have caused most corporates to sit on the sidelines in terms 
of M&A activity and focus on operational improvements instead. Several key players have also 
appointed new CEOs in the last few months, including Bunge, Louis Dreyfus and Glencore Agri, 
which may lead to increased strategic decision making in the second half of this year.

Bunge already reaffirmed its intent to find a solution for its sugar operations (and subsequently 
announced in July it was entering into a JV with BP), while GrainCorp announced a split of its 
business by spinning off its malting operations following an unsolicited takeover approach. 
In addition, Boortmalt and Axéréal acquired Cargill’s malt business* to create the undisputed  
#1 commercial maltster. 
Meanwhile, Hassad Food acquired a significant minority stake in the world’s largest organic grains 
and oilseeds company Sunrise Foods International*, underlining the continued attractiveness of 
the organic category.

* Transactions with Rabobank’s involvement

Global trade conflicts, African Swine 
Fever, weather volatility and structural 
low commodity prices slowed down 
activity in the grains, oilseeds and sugar 
space, forcing corporates to focus on the 
performance of their core businesses. 

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors

BeveragesConsumer Foods DairyGrains & Oilseeds F&A Supply ChainsAnimal Protein Private EquityFarm Inputs Innovation
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African Swine Fever has exerted tremendous pressure across the supply chain of animal protein 
globally, while rising feed prices compounded the effect of market uncertainty and price volatility. 
Pork substitutes, such as beef and poultry, have seen export volumes and values increase year-
over-year, with some regions rising dramatically. In the U.S., the beef cycle has seen good supply 
of feeder cattle, resulting in higher than historical margins for packers. Following the deals of last 
year, the sector has seen the sale of Iowa Premium by Sysco to National Beef*, as Sysco looks to 
focus on core competencies while National Beef looks to continue its expansion across the U.S. 
beef market. Meanwhile, Tyson picked up selected assets in Thailand and Europe from BRF, as an 
addition to their Keystone* acquisition from last year, fostering its international expansion plan. 

On the other hand, the rise of alternative proteins, in the forms of plant-based, meat-imitations, 
traditional vegetarian, cellular meat and novelties like insects and fungi has caught the attention of 
both consumers and traditional conglomerates alike, culminating in the earlier-mentioned Beyond 
Meat IPO. This is a fast developing category, to which the traditional meat players in general have 
responded quickly by adding plant-based products to their portfolios.

* Transactions with Rabobank’s involvement

Animal Protein
The animal protein sector witnessed 
considerable consolidation in the past 
year, but 1H 2019 has been slower overall 
given global uncertainties led by trade 
conflicts and African Swine Fever.

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors
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As the large agrochemical players are still sifting through their mega-mergers – with Bayer dealing 
with the fallout of their Monsanto acquisition (share price down ~41% since completion through 
June 30, 2019), and DowDuPont finalizing the spinoff of its agri subsidiary Corteva in May 2019 – 
others have focused on complementing their portfolio with strategic add-on acquisitions.

Nutrien has continued its acquisition spree with the takeover of U.S.-based specialty fertilizer 
company ActAgro, as well as with its further consolidation of the Australian agri retail market 
through its proposed acquisition of Ruralco.

Other relevant transactions include the sale of Pop Vriend Seeds* to KWS SAAT, allowing KWS to 
extend its portfolio of vegetable seeds and the sale of a minority stake in Brazilian crop protection 
player, Ourofino Química Ltda*, to Mitsui & Co. Ltd. and Ishihara Sangyo Kaisha Ltd.

* Transactions with Rabobank’s involvement

Farm Inputs
Following the large-scale consolidation 
that we have seen in the inputs space, 
M&A activity has slowed down and  
centers predominantly around attractive 
niche markets.

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors

BeveragesConsumer Foods DairyGrains & Oilseeds F&A Supply ChainsAnimal Protein Private EquityFarm Inputs Innovation

Rabobank M&A Update  |  October 2019  |  9



M&A activity in the dairy sector has been dominated by the two big international consolidators 
in the sector: Lactalis S.A., the French milk and dairy company has focused mostly on premium, 
branded and specialty markets as evidenced by its agreement to acquire Nuova Castelli SpA, an 
Italian specialty dairy company, for $334 million, strengthening their market position in the Italian 
cheese markets; and, Saputo Inc., the Canadian dairy company, also acquired Dairy Crest with a 
cash offer for $1.6 billion to enter the UK market. 

There is much hype around Alt-dairy but deals have been infrequent and targets in the main have 
been small. After a difficult couple of years, many of the world’s dairy coops are divesting non-
core assets. Tip Top, the ice cream business sold by Fonterra, the New Zealand dairy cooperative 
to Froneri for $NZ380 million, provides just such an example and a good segue to the final trend – 
continued acquisition interest in ice cream transactions. The sale of Halo Top, the disruptive U.S. ice 
cream company being bought by Wells Entreprises, provides a further example of the trend.

Dairy
Consolidators continue to dominate dairy 
action, while Alt-Dairy dominates the ‘talk’.

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors

BeveragesConsumer Foods DairyGrains & Oilseeds F&A Supply ChainsAnimal Protein Private EquityFarm Inputs Innovation
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M&A activity in cold storage was centered around domestic consolidation by the market leaders. 
Lineage Logistics picked up Preferred Freezer Services from Fenway Partners, adding 39 high quality 
leased cold stores to its platform. Americold announced its largest deal ever with the acquisition of 
Cloverleaf Cold Storage for $1.2 billion, adding one leased and 21 owned facilities, in a move that 
was well received by equity markets. In addition to making several add-on acquisitions in the APAC 
region at a blistering pace, Emergent Cold has now entered the U.S. market with the acquisition 
of NOCS. We expect future deal activity to be opportunistic in the U.S., whereas Europe remains a 
highly-fragmented market offering ample opportunity for further consolidation.

In the packaging sector, private equity buyers continue to pursue assets, supported by buoyant 
debt markets. Recent examples include Pamplona’s investment in Loparex & Infiana and Triton’s 
acquisition of IFCO. Multiples remain at historical highs with assets in key end markets such 
as Pharma garnering premium valuations. Corporates appear to be more selective, pursuing 
synergistic M&A (Graphic Packaging / Artistic) and may be limited in magnitude due to lack of 
investor appetite for highly leveraged transactions. Given substantial PE appetite for assets, 
corporates are opportunistically realigning portfolios (Ardagh / Exal / Trivium & Ball Tinplate  
Steel Aerosol / Envases del Plata).

F&A Supply Chains
Elevated level of strategic M&A activity 
continues to play out as part of the 
ongoing consolidation wave in the global 
cold storage market. Lower transaction 
volumes by strategics in packaging are  
in part off-set by continued PE interest.

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors
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Private equity transactions make up roughly a quarter (24%) of North American Food & Agriculture 
M&A activity. However, in the first half of 2019, we witnessed a roughly 15% decline in the number 
of North America Food & Agriculture M&A private equity deals. This decline is largely driven by 
the continued high level of competition in the Consumer space for assets and the more upstream 
businesses being faced with above-average uncertainty, causing investors to be more cautious 
around valuations. 
Notable private equity transactions include the acquisition of Bolthouse Farms* by Butterfly Equity 
from Campbell Soup for $510m, Platinum Equity’s deal for Multi-Color Corporation, a labeling 
business for $2.5bn and PAI’s acquisition of Royal Wessanen for $1bn. 
Other transactions include Riverside’s acquisition of E&A Scheer* and its subsidiary, The Main Rum 
Company, from RumArak Holding*. In the equipment space, Royal Reesink* was sold to Triton 
Partners.

* Transactions with Rabobank’s involvement

Private Equity
Private equity activity slowed down 
slightly driven by strong competition 
from corporates for assets and increased 
volatility on the upstream side.

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors
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During the first half of 2019, roughly $3 billion has been raised by startups and high growth 
companies in the Food & Agriculture space. Investments in the space have more than doubled 
compared to 1H 2018. The U.S. still accounts for the vast majority of the deal volume (71%). 

Investors remain largely interested in alternative protein with investments in Impossible Foods 
($300 million), Ynsect ($125 million), Motif Foodworks ($80 million) and Calysta ($45 million). 
Another popular sector is E-Commerce (Indian online grocery platform Big Basket raised $150 
million and German beverage delivery platform Flaschenpost raised $57 million). Agtech / Biotech 
has also seen a few interesting transactions with Vestaron ($59 million) and Benson Hill Biosystems 
($33 million) raising new rounds of funding. Lastly, investors remain highly active in the cannabis 
sector. Notable raises include Flow Kana ($125 million), Harvest Enterprises ($100 million) and 
Natura Life Science ($91 million). 

Innovation
Private placement activity for F&A 
startups and high growth companies has 
seen a significant growth in terms of 
volume and value, with participation 
from both corporates and sponsors.

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors
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About Rabobank
Founded as a cooperative of farmers in the Netherlands 
in 1898 to promote financial resilience in the agricultural 
sector, Rabobank understands the food and agribusiness 
industry better than any other bank.

Rabobank Group is a global financial services leader 
operating in 38 countries worldwide. We are deeply 
committed to all segments of the food and agribusiness 
industry and are also active in trade & commodity finance 
for agriculture, energy and metals and in the renewable 
energy space. Rabobank is proud to be a steadfast and 
trusted advisor to our clients across the globe.

Growing a Better World Together

Rabobank seeks to create extraordinary social impact 
together with our clients.  We are committed to enabling a 
food-secure future for our world’s population with respect 
to improving availability and access to food, stimulating 
balanced nutrition and enhancing the stability of food and 
agriculture supply chains. Together with our clients, 
Rabobank’s mission is “Growing a Better World Together.” 

+$100bn 

39

+90

Rabobank in numbers

Lender to the global  
Food & Agri value chain 

Country presence, providing a global 
network across all continents 

Dedicated M&A bankers, working 
closely together with our global sector 
banking team, combining global 
network and local knowledge
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Selected Rabobank M&A and strategic advisory transactions

Drawing on our Food & Agri sector expertise and the strength of our relationships worldwide, Rabobank has built a 
leading M&A franchise. Business owners turn to us for our network, client-centric focus and outstanding execution to 
help them achieve their strategic objectives.
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Contact details

Paul Schram Co-Head of Global Corporate Finance Paul.Schram@Rabobank.com
Global Head of M&A +31 (30) 712 3262

Dean Asofsky Head of M&A North America Dean.Asofsky@Rabobank.com 
+1 (212) 916 7937

Fabio Mazzo Head of M&A South America Fabio.Mazzo@Rabobank.com
+55 (11) 5503 7052

Francois Hunaut Head of M&A Europe Francois.Hunaut@Rabobank.com
+33 (1) 447 18297

Chyh Ling Loo Head of M&A Asia  ChyhLing.Loo@Rabobank.com
+65 6230 6780

Oscar Nettl Head of M&A Netherlands Oscar.Nettl@Rabobank.com
+31 (30) 712 4501

Catharine Rossano Corporate Communications Catharine.Rossano@Rabobank.com
+1 (212) 808 2576

David Jacobs Co-Head of Global Corporate Finance David.Jacobs@Rabobank.com
Global Head of Sector Banking +1 (212) 916 7801

Stefan Behrens Sector Head of Consumer Foods Stefan.Behrens@Rabobank.com
+1 (212) 808 2584

James Cass Sector Head of Beverages    James.Cass@Rabobank.com
+44 (20) 780 93853

Marc Staal Sector Head of G&O and Sugar    Marc.Staal@Rabobank.com
+31 (30) 712 4569

Rodolfo Hirsch Sector Head of Animal Protein    Rodolfo.Hirsch@Rabobank.com
+1 (212) 916 7802

Derk van der Erve Sector Head of Farm Inputs    Derk.van.der.Erve@Rabobank.com
+31 (30) 712 4564

Kevin Bellamy Sector Head of Dairy    Kevin.Bellamy@Rabobank.com
+31 (30) 712 1083

Tjard Westbroek Sector Head of Supply Chain    Tjard.Westbroek@Rabobank.com
+31 (30) 712 3305

Adam Willmott Sector Head of Financial Sponsors    Adam.Willmott@Rabobank.com
Europe +44 (20) 780 93747

Bram Stevens Sector Head of Financial Sponsors    Bram.Stevens@Rabobank.com
North America +1 (212) 916 7850

Matthijs Mondria Sector Head of Sustainability    Matthijs.Mondria@Rabobank.com
+31 (30) 712 3070

    Mergers & Acquisitions

    Corporate Communications

    Sector Banking

Key takeaways Global M&A activity About Rabobank Rabobank M&A Contact usF&A sectors
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dispose of any fi-nancial product(s) or to enter into any transaction. Rabobank is not acting as your adviser. You should independently review and/or obtain independent 
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