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COMPANY FEATUREs

Spending his days within the confines of the US Military base in Iraq, Queensland entrepreneur Robert McVicker — President 
and Chairman of Catering Morris Corporation has really lived the term ‘battlefield business’. Jayne Munday writes

In 2003 Morris Corporation was one of 
the first catering companies to move into 
Iraq. It did so on a large project with global 
engineering, construction and services 
company KBR and the US Military.

Morris is currently equipped to serve 
19,500 meals each day to US troops and 
provides maintenance across 15 sites in 
Iraq.

Ranked 12th in the 2010 Queensland 400 
(up from 16), Morris Corp claims the title 
of Australia’s largest, wholly locally owned 
industrial catering, accommodation and 
facilities manager. It took out the Tourism 
and Hospitality category at the 2009 
Queensland 400 Awards.

LIFE On THE BASE
Speaking from the main US Military Base 

Iraq, McVicker explains how the nature of 
the current mission requires him to stay on 
location.

“This is the fourth war zone for me — 
along with Cambodia, Somalia and East 
Timor,” he says.

“I am able to go abroad for long periods 
of time thanks to the strong management 
team back in Australia.”

Unperturbed by his jetsetter lifestyle, 
McVicker says every day is a work day for 
an expat like himself.

“All the expats here live in the US Military 
base. We don’t go outside the wire,” he 
says.

Due to an increase in the number of 
kidnaps and murders, McVicker says the 
safest thing to do is stay put during down 
time.

“I used to regularly visit downturn 
Baghdad, but not anymore. In January 2005 
I had just come from tendering a project 
and was on my way back to Baghdad, 
when my car got shot up pretty badly. 
Miraculously, no one was injured,” he says.

While the war zone is dangerous, the 
work day on the base is not too unusual.

McVicker says he starts the day at around 
7:30am, checking e-mails and managing 
activities before going off to inspect sites 
and attend meetings.

“The type of work we do is micro-
managed. Working with the military is very 
organised,” he explains.

WAR ZOnE CHALLEnGES
Despite the regimented protocol of the 
US Military, McVicker says working in a 
country so embroiled in conflict brings 
unique challenges.

“One of the biggest challenges is 
getting the right people to fit into such a 
systematic environment.

“The reality of the place really sets 
in when they come over here. It’s a 
psychological thing … people can get 
frustrated when it comes to the strict 
military rules,” he says.

Another key challenge for Morris 
Corporation and its Iraq operations is the 
matter of food stocks.

“Originally the troops were only fed 
hard rations [packet food]. We came in and 
provided fresh food,” he says.

All the raw fruit and vegetables arrive 
overland from Jordan, thus it is inevitable 
the trucks will face some difficulties on the 
dangerous route.

Although not all deliveries make the 
distance unscathed, McVicker assures that 
his organisation has the supply chain down 
pat.

“Sourcing fresh produce does require 
unique management but in Australia we are 
use to such distances. So, from a logistical 
point of view, we know we can do it better 
than anyone else,” he says.

Thanks to Morris Corporation, the 
standard of food for personnel is very high 
— tinned sausages and baked beans are not 
on the menu here.

“The variety is unbeatable. You cannot 

Working 
behind the 
wire compare the US Military to any catering 

service here in Australia.
“We have everything from Alaskan crab, 

prawns and lobster to steak and fresh 
salad. There are at least 20 nationality 
dishes served every day,” he says.

TRAGIC START
From extravagant menus to precise 
logistics, Morris Corporation’s ability to 
cater for such a large number of people 
comes from years of experience and 
dedication.

According to CEO Fiona Berkin — who 
resides in Queensland — the current Morris 
Corporation was established in 1996, yet 
its origins date back to New Zealand in the 
1960s.

She recalls how in 1995 the owner of 
Morris Corporation, David Morris, was 
tragically killed in Somalia.

A management buyout of the Australian 
arm meant McVicker, who was Managing 
Director at the time, took over the reins. 
The Morris name was kept in memory of its 
founder.

Today, the Brisbane-based firm boasts 
a diverse range of projects ranging from 
small exploration camps of 20 people up to 
providing those 19,500 meals per day.

Some of the company’s more prominent 
international clients include the United 
Nations, Fortescue Metals Group, Xstrata 
Coal and Bechtel.

While such projects — including current 

“All the expats here live in 
the US Military base. We 
don’t go outside the wire.”

“The type of work we do is 
micro-managed. Working 
with the military is very 
organised.”

US military operations — are significant in 
size, the majority of Morris Corporation’s 
projects deal with serving between 200 to 
550 people.

Berkin says the business is currently 
“flat out” in the tendering department, 
especially when it comes to Queensland’s 
resource-rich mining areas.

“The Bowen Basin is about to experience 
its second boom and we are also very busy 
in Western Australia,” she says.

Morris Corporation already owns and 
operates facilities in Queensland’s Bowen 
Basin, including the Glenden Motor Inn, 
Collinsville Accommodation Centre, 
Moranbah Accommodation Centre and 
Emerald Accommodation Centre.

Last financial year, total sales were up 
30 percent and profit was up 100 percent, 
yet Berkin says the first half of the 2010 
financial year has seen a “lagged effect”: 
“We are starting to see a turnaround now 
and are looking at a strong year ahead.”

HEADInG HOME
While the future of US Military activity 
in the Middle East remains unconfirmed, 
McVicker hazards a guess they are working 
toward a drawdown by the end of the year 
but will stop short of a total reduction.

Of the 60,000 civilians and contractors 
at the main US Military base at Baghdad, 
Morris Corporation accounts for around 
400 staff.

“Some of the contracts here go until 2011 
and some are for 2012,” McVicker says.

“The question for Morris Corporation 
is what will remain here for us. The Iraqi 
Government will certainly ask the US 
military to stay in some form, so it’s just a 
matter of what we can do.” 


