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MLA Gulfood Innovation Challenge 2026
Position your innovation on the world's largest stage 
Applications are now open for MLA’s Gulfood Innovation Challenge 2026.
An innovative program designed to connect directly with Australian meat exporters, international buyers, R&D investors, and industry decision makers.   





	


The Challenge 
Last year, Australia exported 2.24 million tonnes of red meat to 104 countries. Behind every shipment lies a complex web of challenges: packaging that maintains quality over vast distances, supply chains that demand refrigeration and traceability, and evolving consumer expectations around health and sustainability that influence the product-marketing mix.
The Australian red meat industry is at an inflection point. The solutions that served us for decades (PVDC plastic resin packaging, cold chain dependency, traditional product formats) require new thinking to unlock value better. Environmental pressures are mounting. Consumer preferences are shifting. The opportunity to lead global food innovation has never been greater.
Meat & Livestock Australia (MLA) is launching the inaugural Gulfood Innovation Challenge: a program to identify, develop, and showcase breakthrough innovations that will shape the future of Australian red meat. We're bringing together innovators, entrepreneurs, and researchers to tackle three critical challenges on the world's largest stage.
Up to five selected teams will pitch their innovations at Gulfood Dubai on 29th January 2026 to Australian meat exporters, international buyers, R&D investors, and global food industry leaders.
Through MLA, the Australian red meat industry invests around $320 million annually in R&D and marketing. We're looking for innovations that can scale, that solve real problems, and that unlock new value for Australian beef, lamb, and goat meat in global markets. Ideas that stay on paper don't interest us.
We're seeking innovations in three critical areas.


Challenge A: Next-generation sustainable packaging
The problem
Polyvinylidene dichloride (PVDC) plastic resin has been the backbone of red meat packaging for decades, enabling 90-day shelf life for boxed lamb and 120-day shelf life for beef. But PVDC is now classified as a problematic plastic. We need alternatives that maintain (or exceed) current shelf life while meeting increasingly stringent recycling and sustainability requirements.
What we're looking for
Biopolymers, novel barrier materials, or innovative packaging systems that:

Match/exceed the current chilled shelf-life performance (90+ days for lamb, 120+ days for beef)
Do not increase risks of microplastics or plastic migration into meat packaging
Eliminate problematic plastics from the supply chain
Comply with evolving global recycling requirements and legislation
Can be adopted at a commercial scale by Australian processors, where traditional individual or multi-wrapped vacuum packaged primals (IW/MWVAC boxed meat) are used
Why it matters
Without sustainable packaging solutions, Australian red meat exports face increasing market access & regulatory barriers, as well as consumer resistance. The right innovation could unlock new markets and position Australian producers as sustainability leaders.

Challenge B: Ambient storage for red meat products
The problem
Raw red meat has a short shelf-life and requires cold-chain infrastructure from processing to the consumer. Cold chains are expensive, generate significant greenhouse gas emissions, and are limited in the emerging Southeast Asian and Middle Eastern markets that desire Australian red meat. Current ambient alternatives, such as freeze-dried products, sacrifice taste, texture, and sensory quality. They're often leathery, chalky, and unappetising. 
What we're looking for
Technologies or processes that enable shelf-stable raw meat products with:
Ambient temperature storage and transport (no refrigeration required)
Maintained organoleptic properties (taste, flavour, texture comparable to fresh meat)
Food safety at water activity (Aw) levels below 0.6 (ensuring no requirement for adding any declared preservatives)
Practical regeneration or preparation methods for end users



Why it matters
Eliminating cold chain dependency would reduce costs, lower emissions, and open entirely new market opportunities, particularly in regions where refrigerated infrastructure is limited or unreliable.

Challenge C: Nutrient-dense wellness meat products
The problem
By 2035, over half the world's population will be overweight or obese, yet malnutrition persists. Iron deficiency is one of the world’s most common nutritional deficiencies, affecting 30% of the global population. Globally, governments are investing in nutrition-based initiatives to address these paradoxes (school lunch programs, fortified foods, wellness products), but red meat remains underutilised despite its nutrient density.
What we're looking for
Products or platforms that:
Leverage red meat (beef, lamb, goat) as a nutrient-rich ingredient in novel formats
Target specific consumer segments with explicit health claims (e.g., iron for cognitive development, B12 for energy, protein for muscle health and promoting satiety)
Align with government nutrition programs or wellness initiatives in key markets (e.g., Indonesia, China, India)
Use innovative formats like mince and offal blends to maximise nutritional density
Why it matters
Red meat is uniquely positioned to address both malnutrition and lifestyle diseases, but only if we can deliver it in formats and contexts that resonate with modern consumers and institutional buyers.

What you get
The Dubai experience (January 26-30, 2026)
Selected teams will participate in the Gulfood Innovation Challenge at Gulfood Dubai, the world's largest food and beverage trade show, drawing 100,000+ attendees from across the globe.
Your schedule includes:
Pre-event onboarding (3 weeks before the event to help develop your pitch)
Event - Daily mentoring sessions with innovation & commercialisation advisors to refine your pitch and value proposition
Structured networking time with Australian red meat exporters and brand owners attending Gulfood
Access to MLA's R&D investment managers who oversee the $150M annual investment portfolio (see MLA co-funding). This includes MLA’s Food Innovation program manager. This program has directly invested $25M over the past 5 years in Food Innovations. 
The final pitch event in front of a panel of industry leaders, investors, and potential partners
Post-event debriefs to capture learnings and explore next steps
Financial support
Each team receives a $15,000 AUD stipend to cover travel, accommodation, prototype development and participation expenses. Teams are free to use this funding how they wish, but at least one team member must attend the program in person.
 
Beyond Dubai: what happens next
Selected teams will:
Be featured in an MLA case study report documenting the innovation process, team profiles, and solutions (published on MLA's website and promoted through industry channels)
Receive ongoing connection opportunities with Australian meat exporters and R&D partners who attend the event
Access MLA's investment and commercialisation pathways for solutions with strong industry fit
The goal is to create lasting relationships between innovators and the Australian red meat industry. Whether through direct investment, pilot programs, supplier agreements, or research partnerships, we're looking to turn great ideas into real impact.

Who should apply 
We're looking for: 
Deep expertise in your domain (whether that's materials science, food technology, nutrition, or adjacent fields) with an understanding of technology/investment readiness levels. 
A credible approach to one or more of the three challenges (early-stage is fine)
Strong communication skills (you'll be pitching to industry leaders & investment managers)
Commitment to the process (this includes pre-event preparation, Dubai attendance, and post-event documentation)
This challenge welcomes early-stage startups and scaleups, research teams from universities or institutes, entrepreneurs with novel technologies or products, and cross-disciplinary teams tackling problems from new angles.

Eligibility requirements
To participate, teams must:
[bookmark: _Int_UArnbkkm]Have at least one team member attend the Dubai event in person. 
Grant MLA permission to document and showcase the team's participation through photos, video, and written case studies (no IP transfer required)
Propose solutions that incorporate Australian beef, sheep meat, or goat meat as a core component of their innovation pitch.




How to apply 
Application timeline: Two-stage process
Stage 1: Initial application
Submit a brief application via the link: Application form   covering:
Team composition and relevant expertise
Which challenge you're addressing and why
High-level description of your innovation (what it is, how it works, why it matters)
Preliminary evidence that your approach is credible (prior research, prototypes, market validation, etc.)
Brief video introduction (optional but encouraged, 2-3 minutes max)
Stage 2: Selection panel interview
Shortlisted teams will be invited to a 30-minute video interview with the MLA selection panel in late November. This is your opportunity to delve deeper into your innovation, address questions, and showcase your team's capabilities.

Selection criteria
Teams will be evaluated on:
1. Innovation & feasibility (40%): Is this a genuinely novel approach? Is it technically credible? Can it realistically be developed and scaled?
2. Industry fit (30%): Does this solve a real problem for the Australian red meat industry? Is there a clear pathway to adoption?
3. Team capability (20%): Does this team have the expertise, commitment, and communication skills to execute?
4. Impact potential (10%): If successful, how significantly could this innovation change the industry?
The selection panel will include MLA leadership and external industry experts. We're seeking a diverse cohort that collectively showcases the full breadth of innovation possible in Australian red meat.

	Milestone
	Date

	Applications open
	October 31, 2025

	Applications close
	November 28th, 2025 (11:59 PM AEDT)

	 Selection panel review
	Late November 2025

	Teams notified
	8 December 2025

	Pre-Dubai bootcamp
	12 January 2026 (virtual)

	Gulfood Challenge event
	January 26-30, 2026 (Dubai)






Frequently asked questions 
Do I need a fully developed product to apply?
No. We're looking for credible innovations at various stages, from validated concepts to early prototypes to pilots. What matters is that you can demonstrate your approach is sound and has potential for real-world impact.

Can I apply if I'm from a non-food background (e.g., materials science, biotech)?
Absolutely. Some of the best food innovations come from adjacent fields. Ensure you can clearly articulate how your innovation addresses red meat challenges.

Do I retain IP for my innovation?
Yes. There's no IP transfer to MLA. You grant MLA permission to document and showcase your participation in the challenge and high-level pitch (photos, case studies, promotional materials), but your IP remains yours.

Is this a one-time program?
We intend for this to be the first of an annual series. Your participation helps us refine the model and build momentum for future cohorts.

Who owns the case study MLA writes about my participation?
MLA will author, publish, and retain ownership of the case study, but teams will have the opportunity to review and provide input before publication.

Ready to apply? 
Applications close November 28th, 2025 (11:59 PM AEDT)
In the meantime:

· Explore the three challenges and start thinking about your approach
· Connect with us if you have questions: jack.andrews@uq.edu.au 
 
More information
For further details on the program, contact: 

Jack Andrews   
Project Facilitator 
jack.andrews@uq.edu.au 
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