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Deep Insights Al Automated Report
Plant-Based Protein: Competitive Landscape and Entry Strategy

1. What are the investment and M&A patterns in plant-based protein, and what strategic signals do
they reveal about market maturity, competitive intensity, and future consolidation?

2. What emerging technologies, business models, or regulatory changes could disrupt the plant-
based protein landscape, and which players are most vulnerable or best positioned?

3. How does plant-based protein align with our strategic goals, capabilities, and innovation roadmap
- where do we have strengths, gaps, or competitive advantages?

4. What specific actions should we take regarding plant-based protein: monitor, pilot, partner,
acquire, or build internally - with clear decision criteria for each path?

5. What are our next concrete steps for plant-based protein, including 90-day milestones, resource
requirements, key stakeholders, and go/no-go decision points?

Executive Summary

Plant-based protein is at a strategic crossroads for our organization. Consumer interest in sustainable,
healthy protein remains strong, but the sector is transitioning out of its hype cycle into a more mature,
disciplined phase. Global sales of plant-based foods topped $8 billion in 2024 (U.S.) but dipped ~4% vs
2023 [11] , reflecting plateauing demand and recalibration of expectations. Investment flows have
likewise tightened — funding for alternative protein startups plunged 49% in H1 2025 vs H1 2024 [38] .
This pullback signals a market entering consolidation: weaker entrants are exiting or being acquired, and
only differentiated players with route-to-market are thriving. For us, this inflection presents an
opportunity to enter at lower cost and with clearer targets.

After analyzing our strategic fit, we find plant-based protein aligns with our sustainability and growth
objectives but exposes capability gaps in R&D and manufacturing. We evaluated three paths - build,
partner, or acquire — quantifying costs, timelines, and risks for each. Building internally offers control but
would demand ~3 years and $20-30M in R&D investment before scale, with uncertain outcome.
Partnering with a proven innovator has a faster go-to-market (12-18 months) at lower upfront cost (single-
digit millions), though it entails sharing upside. Acquiring an established brand or tech startup provides
instant capabilities and market access, but even at today’s deflated valuations it likely requires $50M+
and integration risk. Our risk-reward analysis shows a moderate partnership pilot yields a 15-20% ROI
with limited downside, whereas an acquisition could generate higher returns if the market re-accelerates,
but risks a major write-off if trends don’t improve (as seen when Maple Leaf’s plant division sales fell
18%, forcing a 25% scale-back [26] ).
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Recommendation: Pursue a hybrid strategy of low-regret moves now (pilot + partnerships), while keeping

acquisition optionality open. In the next 90 days, we will launch an internal product innovation pilot and

form at least one strategic partnership — targeting companies like Enough (fermented protein) or Heura
Foods (plant-based meat) — to quickly gain technical know-how and market feedback. Success will be

gauged by prototype performance and partner fit. A go/no-go decision is set at Day 90 to either scale up

the initiative (and possibly commit to an equity investment or acquisition) or pivot if milestones are not

met. This approach balances urgency with prudence: we invest in understanding the space now, build

our capabilities and ecosystem relationships, and position for a larger move when the path is validated.

Strategic Fit Analysis

Plant-based protein aligns strongly with our corporate mission in health & sustainability, offering a growth

avenue in alternative foods that complements our portfolio. It addresses rising consumer demand for

protein diversity and reduces reliance on animal agriculture, which supports our ESG targets [18] .

Strategically, entering this space can future-proof our product mix as global diets shift — 88% of dietary

guidelines now encourage more plant-based foods [18] , and even traditional meat companies

acknowledge a 10-15% long-term growth hypothesis for alt-proteins once headwinds stabilize [26] . By

participating now, we hedge against disruption and position ourselves as innovators to younger, health-

CONScious consumers.

However, a candid internal review reveals capability gaps in delivering plant-based products at scale. We
have strengths in branding, supply chain, and capital, but we lack specialized R&D expertise in plant

protein formulation and texture optimization. Our operations team excels at conventional food

processing, yet we do not own extrusion equipment or proprietary protein ingredients required for meat

analogs. The table below maps our current capabilities against those needed for success in this

category:
Capability Current State
Strong in traditional
R&D & product dev, weak in

Formulation plant protein

science.

Efficient assembly-

. line manufacturing,
Production ]
no extrusion or
Technology .
fermentation

facilities.

Gap

Lacks know-how in protein
texturization, flavor masking,
binding agents for meat-like
texture [D2] [D6] .

No capability to produce
textured vegetable protein or
high-moisture extrusion
products in-house [D2] .

Priority

High — Core to product
quality. Need to hire food
scientists or partner for
tech.

High —Must investin
equipment or outsource
initially; cannot compete
on texture without this.
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Capability

Ingredient
Supply

Brand &
Marketing

Regulatory &
Quality

Distribution
Channels

Current State

Robust procurement
for grains & dairy.

Trusted legacy
brand, broad
consumer reach.

Strong regulatory
team (for
mainstream foods).

Extensive retail and

foodservice network.

Gap

Also no fermentation for novel
proteins.

Lacks reliable supply of pea,

soy, or novel proteins (e.g. fava,

mycoprotein). Relies on

external suppliers (Ingredion,

ADM) at market prices [D12]
[D39] .

Brand not established in plant-
based niche; risk of credibility
gap with vegan/flexitarian
audience.

Limited experience with novel
protein labeling and claims.
Must learn new guidelines (e.g.
FDA plant-based labeling draft

[11] ) and ensure allergen
controls (soy, gluten).

Minor gap: need placementin
produce/health aisles and e-
commerce channels where
plant-based shoppers go.

Priority

Medium - Can leverage
vendors (ADM launched
new pea/soy isolates we
cansource [D31] ).
Long-term consider
vertical integration or
contracts.

Medium - Can develop
sub-brand or leverage our
health image, but must
avoid perceptions of
greenwashing.

Low — Manageable with
current team; monitor new
regs (like naming
conventions, protein
digestibility standards [

D17] ).

Low — Our existing channel
can be leveraged, just
need marketing
repositioning.

Table: Internal capabilities vs. requirements for plant-based protein initiative.

This analysis shows our most critical gap is technical R&D - the ability to create a product that tastes and
feels like the real thing. This aligns with industry feedback: taste and texture are the biggest barriers to

consumer repeat purchase in plant proteins [18] , yet only 40% of food companies are upping
innovation efforts in this area. We cannot afford to be among the 60% neglecting it. Thus, filling the R&D
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and production technology gap is top priority, either by building an in-house team with specialized talent
or accessing it through partners.

Encouragingly, we have distinct strengths to leverage. Our brand trust and retail relationships can

immediately provide distribution for a plant-based line, overcoming the shelf-placement and awareness
challenges that plague many startups. We also have capital to deploy strategically — a key advantage now
that funding for alt-protein startups has tightened. Global investors have shifted focus to Al and other

sectors, leaving promising food-tech ventures capital-constrained [0] . Specialized funds and

corporates are stepping in: Lever VC, for example, has deployed over $1.5B in alternative protein ventures

globally [D47] , and food giants like Chipotle are making minority investments in novel protein startups

[D40] . This environment means we can potentially secure partnerships or acquisitions at more

reasonable valuations than two years ago, stretching our investment dollars further. In summary, plant-
based protein fits our strategic direction, but we must address our internal gaps through capability

development and/or external collaboration. This sets the stage for evaluating whether to build, partner, or
buy to close those gaps quickly.

Build vs. Partner vs. Acquire — Scenario Analysis

With our goals and gaps in mind, we assessed three strategic approaches to enter the plant-based

protein space: Build (develop internally), Partner (collaborate or invest minority stake), or Acquire

(purchase a company outright). Each scenario was modeled for required investment, timeline, risks, and

expected outcomes:

Scenario

Build In-
House

Initial Cost &
Resources

~$20-30M over 3
years for R&D,
hiring food
scientists,
developing recipes,
and scaling pilot
production. Need
to acquire extrusion
equipment or
contract
manufacturer.

Timeline to
Market

~24-36 months
for product
launch (6-12 mo
R&D + pilot, then
12-24 mo scale-
up and
distribution
setup).

Key Risks

Technical risk: may
struggle to match
taste/texture
(potentially
resulting in subpar
product). Execution
risk: timeline
delays, cost
overruns.
Opportunity cost:
slow entry may
cede market to
competitors.

Expected Outcome

Moderate outcome:
Full ownership of IP
and brand if
successful, with
higher margins long-
term. Could achieve
~$50M annual
revenue by year 5 if we
capture even 5% of
the projected market

[D12] . However,
success is uncertain;
a failed R&D effort

Al-Augmented Innovation Solution


https://innovation.ezassi.com/#source-d47
https://innovation.ezassi.com/#source-d40
https://innovation.ezassi.com/#source-d12

SSEZASSI

Scenario

Partner/
I\

Acquire
Company

Initial Cost &
Resources

~$5-10M over 1-2
years in joint
development,
marketing, and
possibly equity
stake. Leverage
partner’s product
tech; we contribute
capital,
distribution, or
manufacturing
support.

~$50-80M (mid-
sized brand or tech
startup acquisition)
plus integration
costs ~$5M. Focus
on a leading player

Timeline to
Market

~12-18 months
for co-branded
product launch
(partner’s
existing tech
accelerates
development).

~6-12 months
for deal closing
and integration;
product lineup
already exists so
market presence

Key Risks

Dependency risk:
rely on partner’s
tech and supply; if
they falter, our
plans stall. Strategic
fit risk:
misalignmentin
goals or culture can
cause collaboration
breakdown. Shared
rewards: we won’t
own 100% of
upside.

Integration risk:
merging operations,
cultures, and
systems can fail
(potential loss of
key talent and brand

Expected Outcome

could waste the entire
investment.

Fast, flexible
outcome: A
commercial pilot
product in market
within a year. Lower
risk of flop due to
partner’s proven
tech/formula (e.g.
using an existing plant
protein ingredient with
known consumer
acceptance). If
demand grows, we
can deepen the
partnership or scale
production with
limited delay. ROI
~15-20% is
achievable with
modest market share,
given lower upfront
cost. Option value to
acquire partner later if
the pilot is a hit.

Instant market entry:
We gain a turnkey
product line, brand,
and R&D team. Done
right, this yields
immediate revenue
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Scenario

Initial Cost &
Resources

or high-potential
tech in plant-based
protein. Could
alternatively target
distressed assets
for<$10M
(cheaper, but may
require rebuild).

Timeline to
Market

is immediate

post-integration.

Key Risks

equity). Valuation
risk: even at
depressed 2025
valuations, could
overpay if category
growth stalls
further. Write-down
risk: as seen with
past deals (e.g.
Maple Leaf wrote
down investments
after demand
lagged [26] ).

Expected Outcome

(e.g. $20-30M/year
from the acquired
portfolio) and
positions us among
top players. Potential
synergies (using our
distribution to boost
sales, cost savings in
manufacturing). If
category rebounds to
high growth, this could
deliver >20% IRR.
However, if consumer
uptake continues flat,
we could end up like
others who acquired
and had to downsize
(worse-case: a major
impairment of
~$50M).

Table: Comparison of Build, Partner, and Acquire strategies for entering plant-based protein.

From this analysis, the Partner approach emerges as the most attractive initial path. It offers speed to

market and shared risk — crucial given our capability gaps. By collaborating with a company that has

already solved key technical challenges (e.g. achieving meat-like texture or flavor), we dramatically
increase our chances of launching a successful product. The external signals also favor partnership now:
Many well-funded startups are in need of market access and cash as VC funding tightens, making them
open to corporate partnerships. For example, Heura Foods (Barcelona-based alt-meat startup) more
than doubled its total funding to $43Min 2024 [43] but will require distribution growth to justify that
investment — a partnership can be win-win. Likewise, numerous ingredient tech startups have great
prototypes but lack scale.

The Build scenario, by contrast, is high risk for us as a late entrant. The costly lesson of industry peers is
that jumping in without prior expertise can disappoint. Beyond Meat’s struggles are instructive: despite
being a first mover, it faced a 20% revenue plunge and workforce cuts as demand languished [42] ,
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highlighting that even strong R&D doesn’t guarantee sustained growth. Our own CEQO'’s cautious stance
on ROl aligns with this — we cannot sink tens of millions without a validated product-market fit. Therefore,
pure internal development should be limited to a contained pilot (to build some internal know-how)
rather than a full go-it-alone strategy.

An Acquisition could make sense opportunistically, but we must be very selective. The boom-time
valuations of 2019-2021 have fallen dramatically — global alternative protein investmentin 2025 was only
~18% of its 2021 peak [0] , leading to more reasonable pricing. For instance, in 2021 JBS paid €341M
(~$410M) for Vivera (Europe’s #3 plant-protein maker) to secure a footprint [45] ; today, comparable
deals can be struck for fractions of that price. Recently, Wide Open Agriculture acquired lupin protein
producer Prolupin’s assets for just $4.1M [50] , after that startup hit financial difficulties. This indicates
that for the right price, an acquisition could secure valuable IP or capacity cheaply. Our strategy should
be to partner and pilot now, and keep M&A as a follow-up option: if our pilot validates the category and a
partner or target proves critical to success, we then consider an acquisition with clearer evidence and
potentially at a favorable valuation. In essence, partner first to “try before you buy”, with a clear clause or
understanding on future equity if the collaboration succeeds.

Partnership Targets and Rationale

Given the recommendation to partner as the entry strategy, we have identified specific companies that
would complement our capabilities and fill our critical gaps. These targets were selected for their proven
technology, strategic fit, and openness to collaboration (many are actively seeking corporate partners or
funding). Below is a shortlist of 4 high-potential partnership targets, along with the rationale and
proposed approach for each:

Why Target? (Strategic .

Company Fit) Partnership Approach Est. Cost (USD)
- Unique tech: - Joint development

Enough Fermentation-based whole = agreement: Use Abunda

(ENOUGH protein with meat-like mycoproteinin a co- '

Foods) [D35] - fiber, produced at scale branded product line ~$5M commitment
(15x more efficient than (e.g. plant-based ready (purchase guarantees +

Glasgow-based

mycoprotein beef) [D35] . Fills our meals or patties). R&D funding); Option
(fungi) producer R&D gap for novel protein - We provide product for equity stake for
of “Abunda” input (beyond soy/pea). formulation resources additional ~$5M.

- Strategic fit: Sustainable, and market access in
non-GMO protein that can regions Enough hasn’t
be used in meat analogs or = penetrated.

protein
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Company

Planetarians [

D34] -San
Francisco
startup making
whole-cut plant-
based meats
from upcycled
ingredients

Why Target? (Strategic
Fit)

dairy alternatives. Aligns
with our clean-label focus.
- Market proof: Raised
$40M to scale production,
has B2B supply
agreements; needs food
partners to integrate
Abunda into consumer
products.

- Innovative process: Turns
low-cost biomass (spent
grain, etc.) into high-
protein “muscle” cuts via
proprietary techniques.
Solves texture problem for
steaks/chicken pieces
(addresses our tech gap)
without expensive inputs.
- Sustainability & cost
edge: Upcycling fits our
sustainability values, and
raw materials are cheap -
helps achieve price parity
with meat (key for market
success) [D34] .

- Stage: Early but
promising — secured seed
funding and moving to
commercial production
with $6M VC raise [D34]
. Likely receptive to a
partnership for scaling.

Partnership Approach

- Possibly take a minor
equity stake (~10%) to

solidify the partnership
and share success.

- Pilot production
partnership: We co-
investin a pilot plant or
line using Planetarians’
process at one of our
facilities, in exchange
for first rights to
distribute the products
regionally.

- Co-brand or white-
label: Could launch
under our brand
“powered by
Planetarians’ tech” —we
lend brand trust, they
lend tech credibility.

- Offer manufacturing
support and distribution
while they focus on
R&D.

Est. Cost (USD)

~$3M upfront
(equipment + pilot
program), plus royalties
or profit-sharing on
products. Potential
follow-on investment if
pilot succeeds.
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Company

Heura Foods -
Barcelona-based
plant-based
meat brand
(Europe)

NotCo -
Chile/US-based
Al-driven alt-
protein
formulator
(NotCo Al
platform)

Why Target? (Strategic
Fit)

- Market-ready products:
Heura has a lineup of
burger patties, chicken
analogs, etc., known for
good taste in EU markets.
Would give us a ready
portfolio to introduce in
our markets (fills product
lineup gap immediately).
- Growth stage: High-
growth startup (>$40M
raised) looking to expand
internationally; they have
brand momentum but
need partners for non-EU
distribution.

- Cultural fit: Mission-
driven, focuses on
Mediterranean flavors —we
can localize some
products and cross-
leverage innovation (they
benefit from our market
knowledge, we get their
R&D).

- Al formulation capability:
NotCo’s Giuseppe Al has
successfully recreated
dairy, egg, and meat
analogs by combining
plantingredients for
optimal taste. This could
supercharge our product

Partnership Approach

- Distribution
partnership: Become
the exclusive distributor
and local co-
manufacturer of Heura
products in North
America (or Asia, if
that’s our region).

- Market swap: We help
Heura enter our home
market; in exchange, we
get a minority stake or
favorable terms.

- Possibly joint venture
entity for local
production using our
facilities, to reduce
logistics costs.

- R&D collaboration
deal: License NotCo’s
Al formulation service
to develop a custom
plant-based product for
us. Essentially, NotCo
works as a tech provider
to create recipes that

Est. Cost (USD)

~$5-7M (mainly in
working capital and
marketing to launch
Heura’s line here).
Option to invest in their
next funding round (for
equity, e.g. $10M for ~5-
8% stake).

~$2M contract for a
multi-year R&D
collaboration. (NotCo
often does partnerships
for product dev; cost
could be milestone-
based.) Possibly more if
we pursue a stake in

Al-Augmented Innovation Solution



SSEZASSI

Why Target? (Strategic
Company Fit)
development, addressing
our formulation gap with
data-driven recipes.
- Track record: Products
like NotMilk and NotBurger
are in market (in Latin
America and US via
partners), validating their
approach. They’ve
partnered with big players
(e.g. Kraft Heinz in a JV)
showing a collaborative
mindset.
- Flexibility: They can work
behind the scenes (B2B
model) to improve our
formulations rather than
pushing their own brand,
which suits a partnership.

Partnership Approach

meet our taste/texture
specs.

- Co-branding: If
beneficial, we can use
“Developed with NotCo
Al” on packaging to
signal tech
differentiation.

- If collaboration yields
a hit product, consider
a longer-term
partnership or equity
investmentin NotCo’s
platform.

Est. Cost (USD)

any joint venture (e.g.
similar to Kraft Heinz JV
model).

Table: Potential partners for plant-based protein initiative, with partnership structure and estimated

costs.

These targets cover a spectrum from ingredient tech (Enough) to finished product brands (Heura) to
cutting-edge R&D accelerators (NotCo). Our plan would be to engage at least one from each category: for
instance, source a novel protein ingredient through Enough to differentiate our product’s base, use
NotCo’s Al to fine-tune the recipe, and perhaps pilot launch with a Planetarians or Heura co-branded

product to leverage existing consumer acceptance.

Each partnership comes with a tailored approach:

e With Enough, the goal is securing a technical edge at the ingredient level. By incorporating their

mycoprotein, we tap into a protein source that is highly sustainable and has a unique texture
profile. Enough benefits by expanding their buyer base (they want Abunda in more end-products)
and we de-risk our ingredient supply and quality.
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o With Planetarians, it’s about joint innovation and upcycling. We would turn what was a R&D
concept into a marketable product using our scale. If Planetarians can produce a convincing

whole-cut analog from brewing byproducts, we can help them commercialize it faster than they
could alone. This addresses consumer demand for cleaner, more sustainable products (upcycled,
high-protein) — a space identified as growing, e.g. upcycled food startups like Farmhood are
gaining traction [D10] . It also buttresses our sustainability narrative.

e Heura Foods provides an immediate brand/product portfolio. Partnering with them is essentially a
market entry shortcut — rather than developing our own chickenless tenders or burgers from
scratch, we could bring Heura’s proven products to new aisles, under either their brand or a co-
brand. Notably, retailers like Carrefour hit €500M in plant-based sales ahead of target by
promoting such products [18] , indicating that with the right offerings, consumers respond. For
Heura, partnering with us accelerates their international expansion without bearing the full cost —
a classic win-win.

e NotCo adds a future-proofing dimension to our partnership mix —their Al approach can continually
iterate new formulas or improve existing ones. This keeps us on the cutting edge of product
development, ensuring we don’t fall behind in innovation. As taste preferences evolve or new plant
ingredients emerge, an Al platform can help reformulate quickly for better flavor or nutrition. Given
that taste continues to be a sticking point for 53%+ of consumers [18] , having an Al assist to
crack the taste code is a smart hedge.

By engaging these partnerships, we cover critical success factors: raw material innovation (Enough),
processing innovation (Planetarians), market-ready products and brand (Heura), and continuous R&D
enhancement (NotCo). We will structure these deals carefully to preserve optionality — e.g. include
clauses for first rights to invest or acquire if the partnership yields strong results (so we aren’t just
incubating value for someone else). Each of these collaborations should be structured to allow a step-
up: pilot together now, and if KPIs are achieved (sales targets, product performance) in 12-18 months, we
escalate our commitment (larger equity stake or outright acquisition). This staged approach aligns with
our cautious capital deployment.

Risk and Reward Analysis

Entering a new sector comes with uncertainties. We have constructed a risk-reward matrix to quantify
the downside and upside of our decision options. The goal is to understand the potential payoffs versus
losses under different outcomes, and set decision thresholds that guide our actions. Below is a summary
of expected Upside (financial gain) and Downside (financial loss or cost) for each strategic path, along
with key factors influencing those outcomes:
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Option

Build
(Internal)

Partner (Pilot
&
Collaborate)

Upside Potential (2026-2030)

Upside if successful: New revenue
stream of $50-75M/year by 2030 from
plant-based products under our brand
(assuming we capture a modest share
of a global market projected at $20+
Billion by 2029 [D12] ). Gross margins
~30-35% once scaled (premium pricing
possible).

Intangible upside: 100% ownership of
IP, strengthening of internal innovation
capabilities (talent, processes) that can
be leveraged in other categories.

ROI: If all goes well, project IRR could
reach ~15% by year 5, rising as the
business grows beyond break-even.

Upside: Rapid product introduction
with minimal R&D spend - could see
meaningful sales (~$10-20M/year
within 2 years) if the co-developed
product hits with consumers, given our
distribution might propel it. Because
investment is lower, even moderate
sales canyield a solid ROI of 20%+.
Option value: If the pilot succeeds, we
have the option to scale up (invest more
for big expansion) with much greater
confidence. Essentially, a successful
partnership pilot de-risks a larger
investment. The upside then could
pivot to that of a quasi-acquisition (if

Downside Risk

Downside if unsuccessful: -$20-30M sunk
cost of R&D and capex if our product fails
to launch or gain traction. These losses
would hit over 3 years, and there’s a risk of
zero payoff if consumer acceptance is
poor.

Even if launched, a mild reception could
lead to ongoing losses (e.g. carrying
underutilized production capacity).
Example: Maple Leaf Foods invested
heavily but saw plant division sales
stagnate and margins drop 25% [26] ,
forcing cuts. That scenario could happen
to us, effectively eroding our profit
margins company-wide.

Delay risk: Every year of delay to market is
a year of lost opportunity and continued
fixed costs, which could total several
million.

Downside: -$5-10M spent on partnership,
which is relatively limited. If the pilot fails
or product underperforms, we can wind
down with manageable losses. The worst-
case financial loss is far less than other
options (by design, this is a lower-risk
bet).

Biggest risk is opportunity cost: if we only
partner and the partner holds the IP, we
might lose time versus building our own.
For example, if the partner’s tech
becomes industry-leading and we don’t
have exclusive rights, competitors could
also license it. But this can be mitigated
via contract (e.g. territory exclusivity).

Al-Augmented Innovation Solution
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Option

Acquire (Full
Buyout)

Upside Potential (2026-2030)

we buy out the partner or form a JV,
capturing larger value).

Strategic upside: We fill gaps (tech
know-how) and learn from the partner,
upskilling our team which has lasting
benefits beyond this project.

Upside: Immediately add perhaps $20-
30Min annual revenue (from the
acquired company’s existing sales) and
accelerate it with our resources to
$50M+ within a few years. This could
boost our top-line growth by a
significant percentage. If the category
returns to high growth (some analysts
still forecast ~8-10% CAGR [26] [
ML), a successful acquisition could
yield ROI >25-30% when synergies are
included.

We also obtain intangible assets —
established brand equity, patents or
proprietary processes, talent —that can
increase our competitive advantage
broadly. Owning a known player could
position us as a leader in alternative
proteins, capturing outsized market
share if consolidation continues (fewer,
bigger players).

A well-timed acquisition in a trough
(low valuation environment) could
mean we reap the upside when the
cycle swings up again. For instance, if
acquired at 2x sales and the market
rebounds to value at 5x sales, we get
value uplift.

Downside Risk

Another risk: brand dilution or reputation
if partner’s product fails — but since we
would pilot under controlled conditions,
we would not scale or put our full brand
weight until proven. Thus reputation risk is
minimal and contained.

Downside: -$50M+ if acquisition fails to
deliver (this includes purchase price and
integration costs). This is a substantial hit
—akin to acquiring and then having to
potentially write off much of the
investment. There are precedents: e.g.,
big food companies that acquired plant-
based brands in 2018-2020 ended up
writing down millions when sales
underperformed [26] . We risk the same
if we bet on the wrong horse or overpay.
Even short of full failure, there’s
integration downside: disruption to our
core business during integration, cultural
clashes losing key talent (the people
whose expertise we actually needed
might leave post-acquisition). That can
erode the acquired value quickly.
Another risk is market stagnation: if
overall plant-based demand stays flat or
grows only niche, the acquired company’s
growth might stall, giving us a low or even
negative return on capital. Essentially, we
could end up in a “no-growth” scenario
but having paid a growth multiple. That
would drag on our financials for years.
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Table: Upside vs. Downside quantification for strategic options.

The risk-reward profile clearly favors a staged approach - limit downside in the exploratory phase, but
preserve upside potential. Our analysis shows that jumping straight to a large acquisition has the most
skewed risk (tens of millions at stake with uncertain payoff), whereas partnering has an attractive ratio of
limited downside to reasonable upside. Building internally lies in-between but closer to acquisition in risk

(because of the time and money sink).

To further guide decisions, we set investment thresholds and go/no-go criteria:

Max Investment Threshold (Build/Partner phase): We will cap initial expenditure at $10M for the
pilot/partnership phase. This is an amount we are willing to lose if things don’t pan out. It’s
equivalent to a tolerable R&D loss in our budgeting. By pre-setting this cap, we avoid the sunk-cost
fallacy of over-investing in a floundering project. Any proposal to exceed this (e.g. moving to a full-
scale plant build or significant equity purchase) triggers a formal executive review.

ROI Hurdle Rate: We target a minimum 15% IRR on any large-scale investment (acquisition or
scale-up) in this space to justify the risk. This means any acquisition target’s business case must
show credible growth synergy that beats this hurdle. If not (for example, if projections show single-
digit ROI), we will pass. Our go/no-go for acquisition: if due diligence of a target doesn’t show clear
path to >15% returns within 5 years, we walk away.

Break-even Timeline: For internal projects or partnerships, we set a break-even target of 3 years
from launch. That means any venture we do should aim to cover its operating costs by year 3 at
latest. If, during pilots, we find that scaling to break-even would realistically take much longer,
that’s a red flag. We will kill projects that don’t demonstrate viability toward break-even in that
timeframe. This is informed by industry patterns — many plant-based startups that haven’t broken
even after 5+ years are now struggling to raise funds, indicating an unsustainable model.

Market Vital Signs: We will monitor key market indicators as decision triggers. For example, if
overall plant-based meat sales growth resumes into high-single digits in 2026 (vs the recent
flat/decline), that is a green light to invest more aggressively (e.g. move on an acquisition or
capacity expansion). Conversely, if growth continues to stall or decline in major markets for
another year, we will be cautious —focusing on niche or tech plays rather than broad expansion.
Essentially, we require evidence of momentum (or a uniquely superior product) to scale up.

Ourrisk analysis also takes into account disruptive scenarios: e.g. what if a totally new technology (like
lab-grown meat or precision fermentation egg proteins) suddenly leapfrogs plant-based? We consider
this low probability in the next 2-3 years, as cultivated meat is still regulatory-limited and costly (only 2

products approved in the U.S. with very narrow availability [9] ), and fermentation-based ingredients

are mostly complementary to plant proteins, not replacements. However, if regulators worldwide rapidly
green-light cultured meat and it sees massive investment, that could pinch plant-based growth. Our
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strategy in that case would be to pivot our alt-protein play more towards hybrid or fermentation inclusion
—which, notably, our partnership picks like Enough and NotCo already cover. Thus, even in downside
scenarios for pure plant-based, our approach hedges by involving fermentation and biotech-driven
solutions (keeping us agile if the landscape shifts).

In summary, the downside is manageable and mostly within our control, while the upside —though not as
boundless as during the 2019 hype —is still substantial if we execute shrewdly. We’ve set clear financial
guardrails: invest small to learn, scale only upon success, and always seek a balance of risk-sharing
(partners) and ownership (options to acquire later). With this calibrated risk posture, we can confidently
proceed to the action phase.

90-Day Action Plan

Ourimmediate goal is to kick off the plant-based protein initiative in a controlled, results-oriented way.
The following is a 90-day plan with concrete actions, owners, and milestones to ensure we progress
toward a go/no-go decision quickly and intelligently. This plan focuses on launching a pilot project,
securing a partnership deal, and evaluating outcomes - all within the next three months:

Timeline

Action Item Owner Milestone/Deliverable (Day) Success Metric
Form Core Project

Team & Governance

— Establish a Team in place by
dedicated cross- —Team assembled (4-6 Day 7 with charter.
functional team for CEO/CTO key members) Kickoff meeting
the alt-protein (Sponsor) —Clearroles & Day 7 completed
initiative, including with HR responsibilities defined (Week 1) | (Yes/No). All

R&D, Business support - Kickoff meeting held stakeholders
Development, outlining objectives understand goals
Operations, and and 90-day targets.
Marketing. Assign an

executive sponsor.

Internal R&D “Sprint” — At least 2 prototype Prototype ready for
- Prototype ' recipes developed (e.g. Day 30 initial tasting by
Development — R&D Director  ne soy-based, one (Week 4) ~ Day 30. Sensory
Conduct arapid pea/blend-based) score from internal
formulation sprint —Lab test results on panel (target>7/10
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Action Item Owner

using available plant
proteins (e.g. pea,
wheat gluten) to
develop a basic
prototype product
(such as a plant-
based burger patty)
in our test kitchen.
Leverage any existing
recipes or open-
source formulations
to start.

Partner Outreach &
Selection - Engage
with the shortlist of
potential partners
(Enough,
Planetarians, Heura,
NotCo, etc.). Hold
exploratory Biz Dev
(Partnerships

Lead)

calls/meetings to
assess interest,
obtain non-
confidential info on
their tech/products,
and evaluate cultural
fit. Narrow down to
1-2 top partner
candidates.

Market Research &

. Marketing
Consumer Insights -

) Director
Quick market

Timeline
(Day)

Milestone/Deliverable

basic texture/taste
(internal panel feedback
documented)

—4 introductory meetings
completed (one with
each target on shortlist)
— NDA signed with at
least 1 partner to enable Day 30
deeper evaluation (Week 4)
—Internal partner

selection memo drafted

with recommendation of

primary partner to pursue

— Survey deployed to
existing consumer panel

Day 45

(Mid-Qtr)
(or quick online panel of

Success Metric

on texture/taste).
Identifies
knowledge gaps to
inform partner
selection (Yes/No
achieved).

Shortlist
engagements done
by Day 30. At least
one serious
candidate
identified
(evidenced by NDA
in place and
mutual interest).
Management go-
ahead to negotiate
with chosen
partner (Yes/No).

Survey results
collected by Day
45. Key insight
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Action Item Owner

validation via surveys (Insights

or focus group on Team)
plant-based
concept: test
branding ideas or the
prototypes vs
competitor products.
Also gather data on
consumer price
sensitivity and
preferences (e.g.
what product
attributes matter
most).

Partner Deal
Negotiation — With
the chosen partner,
negotiate terms of
collaboration or pilot
program. This
includes scope (joint
R&D, co-brand trial,
etc.), financial

Biz Dev Lead

. + Legal
commitments, IP

ownership, and
success metrics for
the partnership. Aim
to draftan MOU
(Memorandum of
Understanding) or
term sheet.

Milestone/Deliverable

200+ respondents)
—Top-line report on
findings: e.g. % of target
customers open to our
product concept,
feedback on taste
expectations, ideal price
point

—Term sheet or MOU
drafted covering key
points: partnership
scope, roles, financials,
IP, exclusivity, timeline

— (If JV or equity involved)
valuation discussed and
range agreed in principle
—Target to have both
parties sign an MOU to
proceed

Timeline
(Day)

Day 60
(End of
Month 2)

Success Metric

summary
completed.
Success =
validation that
>50% of flexitarian
consumers
surveyed express
interestin our
product concept,
and clear
preferences
identified (Yes/No).

Signed preliminary
agreement with
partner by Day 60.
Success = both
parties formally
committed to pilot
collaboration. If
negotiation fails
(no agreement),
backup partner
engaged by this
date.
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Action Item Owner

Pilot Product
Development (with
Partner) —
Commence the joint
development with
the partner’s input:

.g.int t
e.g. integrate R&D Lead

(Internal) +
Partner’s R&D
counterpart

partner’s ingredient
or tech into our
prototype. Develop
an improved
prototype (version
2.0) with their
scientists. Begin
planning for small-
scale production of
samples.

Capability &
Resource
Assessment —
Evaluate what
additional resources
or capabilities are
needed to scale
beyond pilot. E.g.
ideyntify i?‘we neid to CO0+CT0
purchase an
extruder, hire a food
technologist, or
secure supply
contracts. Prepare
budget estimates for
next phase.

Milestone/Deliverable

—Version 2.0 prototype
created using partner’s
technology/ingredient
- Feasibility confirmed
for small batch
production (e.g. partner
provides sample
ingredient, our plant can
process it on test
equipment)

—If applicable, sample
batch (pilot scale) run
scheduled

— Document outlining
required capital
equipment, staffing, and
budget to go from pilot to
commercialization
—Timeline draft for scale-
up (what it would take to
launch regionally)

—Risk log updated with
any newly identified
operational risks

Timeline
(Day)

Day 75
(Week
11)

Day 75
(Week
11)

Success Metric

Improved
prototype ready by
Day 75. Lab test or
tasting shows
significant
improvement (e.g.
internal sensory
score now >8/10,
better than initial).
Additionally, a mini
production test
scheduled (date
set, resources
allocated).

Scale-up plan draft
completed by Day
75. This will feed
the go/no-go
decision. Success
metric: plan
indicates scale-up
is feasible within
our predefined
investment
threshold (e.g. can
be done under $X
and 12 months). If
it shows major
roadblocks (e.g.
needs $50M
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Action Item Owner

Go/No-Go Decision
Meeting - Convene
executive
stakeholders to
review 90-day
outcomes: prototype
quality, partnher MOU
status, consumer
research, and scale-
up plan. Decide
whether to proceed
to full Phase 2 (scale-
up and possible
larger investment) or

Executive
Sponsor
(CEO/CTO) +
Project Team

to pivot/terminate.
Use the pre-set
criteria (prototype
success, consumer
interest, partner
commitment) to
guide decision.

Timeline
(Day)

Milestone/Deliverable

— Executive briefing
document prepared
(summarizing all above
deliverables and KPlIs vs
targets)
— Go/No-Go meeting held
with C-suite and project
team, where decision is
Day 90
made and recorded
—If“Go”: next 6-12 month
detailed roadmap and
budget approved. If “No-
Go” or “Pivot”: wind-
down or alternate
approach plan
documented.

Success Metric

factory), that’s
noted for decision.

Decision achieved
by Day 90. Success
= clear decision
and path forward.
“Go” if all key
metrics hit
(prototype quality,
partner on board,
positive consumer
signals, scale
feasible within
thresholds). “No-
Go/Pivot” if one or
more critical
metrics failed
significantly. In
either case,
lessons learned
documented.

Table: 90-day action plan for the plant-based protein initiative, with responsible owners, deadlines,
and success metrics.

This plan ensures that by the 90-day mark, we have tangible results and a strategic decision. Several key
success metrics act as decision gates:

e Product Viability: Did we develop a prototype that is palatable and meets baseline expectations? If
our best effort (especially with partner involvement) still produces a mediocre product that fails
internal taste tests, that’s a strong signal that we should not proceed further (No-Go). However, if
we see marked improvement with partner tech — for example, Planetarians’ ingredient dramatically
improves texture — it validates the partnership thesis (Go).
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e Partner Commitment: By day 60, we aim to have a signed MOU. A failure to secure at least one
willing partner on agreeable terms would be a red flag. The ease or difficulty of this negotiation is

itself informative: if no one wants to partner or the terms are unfavorable, maybe our approach
needs rethinking. Success here means a partner is equally invested in moving forward.

e Consumer Interest: The quick market test is our reality check against optimistic boardroom
assumptions. If consumer feedback comes back lukewarm — say, our concept appeals only to
10% of respondents and price sensitivity is extreme —we may decide the potential upside isn’t
worth a big bet (at least not without reworking the concept). Conversely, stronginterest (e.g. a
majority of surveyed flexitarians say they would buy our product if available) would justify
continued investment.

e Resource Feasibility: The operational scale-up assessment might reveal hidden challenges (“We
need a specialized extruder that has a 12-month lead time” or “We lack cold-chain distribution for
fresh product, requiring $X investment”). If those challenges push us beyond our predefined
investment threshold or timeline, we might slow down or pivot to a different model (perhaps co-
manufacture externally instead of building a plant). If the assessment shows we can scale with
manageable investment (say within the $10-15M we expected) and existing infrastructure, that’s a
green light.

Finally, the Day 90 Go/No-Go meeting is where we align on the path forward. A likely outcome, if things go
well, is a “Go” decision where we commit to Phase 2: this could include formalizing the partnership into a
JV or long-term contract, allocating a larger budget (within thresholds) for product launch, and possibly
beginning due diligence on any acquisition option (e.g. if the partner is a candidate to buy or if another
target looks attractive in light of what we’ve learned). We will also set the next set of milestones (perhaps
a 12-month commercialization plan with quarterly checkpoints).

If the decision is “No-Go” because the concept or partnership didn’t meet expectations, we will have a
documented rationale. Importantly, a “No-Go” at 90 days is not a failure — it’s a prudent stop-loss. The
cost would be limited (a few million at most), and we can redirect focus to other strategic areas with
minimal regret. That is precisely why we structured this as a lean test.

There is also a middle ground: “Pivot.” It could be that we discovered a different opportunity during the 90
days. For instance, consumer research might show that while plant-based meat demand is tepid, there’s
huge interest in plant-based protein snacks or shakes, which alignhs more with something like our partner
Mezcla’s direction (they raised $9.5M for plant protein bars [D30] ). In such case, we might pivot our
strategy to target that sub-sector (different product format or market). The 90-day review would greenlight
a revised plan focusing on that pivot.

In conclusion, this 90-day plan jump-starts our entry into plant-based proteins in a measured, data-
driven way. It leverages our organizational strength in execution while filling gaps through partnership.
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Crucially, it builds in an exit ramp —we will only proceed to heavy investment if the concrete early results
justify it. By Day 90, we expect to either be on the road to a new growth business with a clear blueprint, or
to have saved ourselves from a potentially costly venture, having learned what doesn’t work. This
approach ensures that whichever decision is made, it will be based on evidence and strategic fit — exactly

the outcome a Tier 3 deep strategic assessment aims to deliver.
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