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The rapid decrease in international tourists who purchase high priced Japanese melons, 
and the decline in demand for imported melons in the food service sector has impacted 
on the demand for melons in Japan. In addition, the change in consumer purchase 
behaviour from whole fruit to cut fruit in small plastic containers has changed the way 
melons are purchased. The first two reasons are directly associated with the COVID 
pandemic. The shift in consumption patterns from whole to cut fruit has been growing 
over several years and the onset of COVID has escalated the change.  

Production of domestic melons has been declining due to the aging farming population. 
Melons are mainly sold as whole fruit or half cut as they are relatively expensive and 

have softer texture, making them 
less suited for block cut fruit.  

Until recently Mexico was the 
dominant supplier of imported 
melons due to their low pricing 
under a “consignment sales” supply 
arrangement, and year-round 
availability. However, inferior quality 

and taste, and termination of the consignment arrangement resulted in a volume decline 
in imported Mexican melons, and an opportunity for Australia as an alternative source of 
supply.  

The high brix, good quality and timing of supply for Australian red flesh melons, such as 
Orange Candy, has become increasingly popular and well received by retailers for use as 
cut fruit and importers have been increasing their business with Australian suppliers. 
Australia is now positioned as the 2nd largest supplier of melons after Mexico and by 
March 2021 Australia accounted for 24 per cent of Japan’s melon imports.    

Australia is on track to becoming the largest international supplier of melons although in 
context this is just over 1 per cent of the total supply.  

The Market Snapshot 
 
Despite the economic challenges of recent decades, Japan remains the third largest 
economy in the world and one of the largest fresh food importers. Japan is committed to 
free trade and was a key driver of the Transpacific Partnership (TPP) agreement. 
Increasingly, Japan is freeing up technical market access for fresh foods albeit while 
maintaining stringent phytosanitary conditions with food safety remaining a very high 
priority. Japanese consumers highly value premium quality fresh food. 
 
Japan is a significant producer of melons, producing 451,000 tonnes in 2019, 
complemented by 17,853 tonnes of imported melons. It is therefore only 4 per cent 
reliant on imports to satisfy its demand. Melon production has been declining due to an 
aging farming population and has declined 5.1 per cent per year over 10 years. 
 

Melon statistics  
   Volume 5 yr trend 
Production  451,000 t -5.1% p.a. 
Imports   17,853 t -11.3% p.a. 
Consumption   3.7 kg p.p. -7.5% p.a. 
Australian supplied 4,627 t  +330 % p.a. 
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The market consumed around 470,000 tonnes of melons, including watermelons in 
2020, including imported melons. Japan has a relatively low per capita consumption of 
melons at 3.7 kg per person compared to Australia, which has a per capita consumption 
over 10 kg. The total melon imports into Japan declined by 19 per cent last year and the 
longer-term trend suggests a declining role of melons in the Japanese diet. 
 
On the contrary Australia exported 4,627 tonnes of melons to Japan in 2020 catapulting 
Japan to the No.1 destination within 5 years of gaining market access in 2015. Australia 
was Japan’s second largest import melon supplier after Mexico and is likely to exceed 
Mexico in 2021. However, the once dominant Mexican suppliers have been offset by 
several suppliers including Australia (Figure 1) and the market has demonstrated a 
willingness of importers to shift allegiances to suppliers that can better match the 
domestic production attributes.  
 
 

 
Figure 1 Melon Import trends by supplier 2016 to 2020 

Australian pricing in Japan is relatively high at an average A$2.49 per kilogram (CIF) in 
2020 which is a significant premium above the average import price of A$1.52 from 
Mexico. The price vs volume chart in Figure 2 shows that Australia’s main supply period 
is from November to January during an off season for Japanese local suppliers. 
Interesting that Australia is competitively priced with Honduras in the similar periods.  

Another advantage is that Australian watermelons have similar characteristics to 
domestic produced watermelons in terms of colour, texture, high brix and less seeds, 
and has the appropriate firmness for cut fruit. It therefore has an advantage in capturing 
local market demand when domestic supply in unavailable.  

 
Figure 2 Pricing and volume per month by supplier October 19 to March 21 
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Retail  
 
Most imported melons and watermelons are used for the cut fruit market and rarely sold 
whole in retail outlets. These are not the famed high value prestigious fruit marketed in 
unique shapes.  

Watermelons are considered a summer fruit because of their high watery content and 
the market remains dominated by domestic produce, and the most common melon sold.  

Japanese consumers are very familiar with 
local produce and are quite particular about 
taste and texture. Consumption is dictated 
by seasonal temperature and if the summer 
season is mild, consumption will be 
accordingly lower. The main local production 
season runs from June to August. 

Nevertheless, despite watermelon’s strong 
image as a summer fruit, there are still 
deep-rooted watermelon fans in Japan who 
want to consume it all year round.  

In recent years, the volume of domestic 
watermelon consumption in cut fruit (half 

cut, slice or block) has increased rapidly during the summer season. A deep red colour, 
crisp texture and less water is preferred and more visually appealing when it comes to 
cut fruit and important for holding its shape after being cut. Fortunately, Australian 
watermelons have similar characteristics to domestic produce in terms of colour, texture, 
high brix and less seeds, and has the appropriate firmness for cut fruit. It therefore has 
an advantage in capturing local market demand 

Many retailers have expanded shelf space to offer different choices of watermelon in 
terms of size of whole fruit, style of cut and single/mix fruits. The demand for the cut 
fruit segment is expected to extend beyond the summer season, and hence there seems 
to be emerging opportunities for imported watermelon in non-summer seasons.  

Melons are sold in retail outlets as either whole or cut. Some retailers will cut the fruit 
in store while others will be distributed from a specified central kitchen facility.  

Local melons have a soft velvety texture that is 
highly appreciated by Japanese consumers and will 
often command high prices when complemented 
with premium individual packaging.  

Imported melons are more likely to be block cut 
and packaged which is beneficial for consumers to 
carry produce to homes and is more indicative of 
the future of melon purchasing. Japanese people 
are spending more time at home. This trend is 
expected to continue under the ‘new normal’ way of 
life. Main reasons for the increased demand for cut 
fruit are all year-round availability, smaller average 
family size, convenience, and variety (mix of fruits 
in one pack).   

Figure 4 Cut melons packed from Australian produce 

Figure 3 Cut watermelons need to be deep red with crisp 
texture 
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Food Service  

Notwithstanding that the food service sector has been impacted by the COVID19 
pandemic forcing consumers to eat out less, food service establishments are an 
important sector for imported melons.  

Imported melons are mainly used at hotels, family restaurants, theme parks, and 
prepared for inflight meals and school meals. All melons in food service situations are 
served cut. Establishments mostly receive melons in original cartons and prepare the 
melons for consumption on site and therefore need to be easy to handle. Packaging 
therefore is critical and cartons that are too large are less likely to be used regardless of 
the quality of the fruit.  

Watermelons are used less in food service than other melons as in general they are 
watery and harder to handle and cut. However, opportunities for imported watermelons 
would increase in the food service sector if the fruit size was smaller and packaged in 
cartons with 2 pieces of fruit, and that the fruit maintained the characteristic crisp 
texture and sweet taste. As discussed, Australian watermelons have similar 
characteristics to domestic produce in terms of colour, texture, high brix, and has the 
appropriate firmness for cut fruit which is important for food service operators. 

What makes a good melon? 
 
Whether local or imported, importers rate taste, texture, and shelf life as critical 
attributes of melons. Imported need to meet these expectations to generate repeat 
demand. The sweet taste involves a brix measure of at least 14 or above, and a firm 
texture that is suitable for cutting and is not watery. 

Domestic melons include Musk, 
Andes, Prince, Quincy, Yubari, 
Kinsho and Elizabeth.  

These are mainly sold as whole fruit 
or half cut as they are relatively 
expensive and have softer texture, 
making them less suited for block 
cut fruit. Consequently, they are 
handled carefully individually 
wrapped and packed in cartons with 
moulded trays to minimise damage.  
 
Japanese watermelons are usually 
branded by region instead of 
variety. The main local watermelons 

are Kumamoto, Chiba, Tottori and Nagano / Yamagata representing areas of production. 
These have a deep red colour and crisp texture which are important attributes for 
watermelons.  

For imported watermelons a crisp texture that encapsulates the domestic watermelon 
attributes with a brix measure of 12 or above is critically important, and a message for 
ensuring the transit time for imported watermelons does not cause deterioration.  

Figure 5 Domestic melons 6 per carton in moulded base 
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Packaging  

The Japanese importers and wholesalers are used to handling Japanese melons packed 
in 10 - 13kg boxes with 5 – 6 units each in a carton with a moulded base and 
individually wrapped with partitions. In contrast the Australia boxes were heavier 14kg 

holding 6 – 8 units with no partitions. The use 
of partitions in cartons were seen as very 
important by all importers. Australia was the 
only supplier of melons packed without 
partitions and the heaviest cartons (14kg) 
created damaged and bruised fruit.   

Most importers therefore were not satisfied 
with the current Australian packaging. Issues 
included the non-use of partitions, 
inconsistency in size, the large carton weight 
of more than 15 kg, and the use of cartons 
that are not fit for the export purpose and 
arrived collapsed with crushed fruit after a 
long sea voyage.    

Watermelon trade from Australia is particularly 
restricted by the bin box that is too large to be 
handled by many wholesalers. Local suppliers 
pack 2 pieces per box with a partition and 
keeping the weight below 15 kg.  

Industry attention to rectifying some of these 
issues would strengthen Australia’s position in 

the market. This could include developing a suitable export carton that is stronger, 
lighter (max 12kg) and suitably partitioned to reduce bruising and maintain product 
quality and stand out from the various competitors. Melons should be marketed in 
maximum 12 kg cartons containing 5 – 6 pieces of fruit separated by partitions.  

Watermelons should be marketed in maximum 15 kg cartons containing 2 pieces of fruit 
not more than 7 kg each. 

Australian melons and watermelons already have a good reputation for meeting the 
taste and flavour attributes and this attention to packaging would further enhance the 
trade opportunities by reducing in transit damage and overall making the products easier 
to handle for the Japanese customers.   

Opportunities for Australia  
 
Although the consumption of melons is declining, Japan represents a very good 
opportunity for Australian melon and watermelon exporters to supply to the cut fruit 
segment. The key to success in Japan is to learn and understand the market 
expectations for quality and taste, and packaging requirements, then to consistently 
deliver products to meet those expectations. The changing nature of the way the 
Japanese are consuming fruit, particularly in smaller serves and cut fruit is a challenge 
for the melon supply chain to deliver fruit in a form that can meet this demand. This 
means attention to taste, texture and shelf life as well as consistency of quality and 
supply cannot be emphasized more highly.  
 

Figure 4 Melons in partitioned cartons from USA 
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Mexico no longer dominates the import supply since the quality is not to the Japanese 
liking despite cheap prices. When combined with the Japanese domestic market, 
Australia is a small player however is demonstrating that it can be the import supplier of 
choice all year round particularly for the cut fruit segment. If Australian suppliers can 
direct attention to addressing the carton weights and packaging configurations, and 
consistent quality to rival local in season production, it would create a strong competitive 
advantage. Long-term growth prospects are strong given the Japanese business ethics 
of supporting business partnerships 
 
The timing is right to be building relationships with the partners to develop demand in 
the area with cut fruit opportunities and offset some of the domestic production decline 
that is occurring due to aging growers rather than declining consumer interest. If 
Australian melons can be seen as being competitive with domestic producers for quality 
and taste, the opportunities are there to be created.  
 
Bottom line is that Japan should be seen as a market that can be developed for 
Australian melons and watermelons in the long term, and not seen as another export 
market to take surplus domestic produce.     
 
Growers interested in developing these opportunities in Japan, now Australia’s No.1 
destination for melons should contact Kiyoko or Cindy at Austrade Japan who have 
contacts with buyers interested to reach out to suppliers in Australia.    
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Contacts  

Kiyoko Ozawa 
Senior Business Development Manager  

kiyoko.ozawa@austrade.gov.au 

Cindy Lineburg 
Senior Business Development Manager 

cindy.lineburg@austrade.gov.au 

Wayne Prowse 
Director – Fresh Intelligence Consulting  

wayne.prowse@bigpond.com  

Disclaimer  

Turracroft Pty Ltd trading as Fresh Intelligence Consulting has collated and analysed the 
information for Melons Australia from data provided by the International Trade Centre and the 
Food & Agriculture Organisation (FAO). The qualitative information was gathered by Austrade 
Japan from in-market consultations.  

Austrade and Fresh Intelligence Consulting do not endorse or guarantee the performance or 
suitability of any introduced party or assume liability for the accuracy or usefulness of any 
information contained in this Report. Please use commercial discretion to assess the suitability of 
any business introduction or goods and services offered when assessing your business needs. 
Austrade and Fresh Intelligence Consulting does not accept liability for any loss associated with the 
use of any information and any reliance is entirely at the users’ discretion. 

Horticulture Innovation Australia Limited (Hort Innovation) and Melons Australia make no 
representations and expressly disclaims all warranties (to the extent permitted by law) about the 
accuracy, completeness, or currency of information in Market Intelligence Reports Melons Protocol 
Non-Protocol Markets (VM18005).  

Reliance on any information provided by Hort Innovation and Melons Australia is entirely at your 
own risk. Hort Innovation and Melons Australia are not responsible for, and will not be liable for, 
any loss, damage, claim, expense, cost (including legal costs) or other liability arising in any way, 
including from any Hort Innovation, Melons Australia or other person’s negligence or otherwise 
from your use or non-use of Market Intelligence Reports Melons Protocol Non-Protocol Markets 
(VM18005), or from reliance on information contained in the material or that Hort Innovation or 
Melons Australia provides to you by any other means.   
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