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Semi-dwarf tree adds a new twist to the olive oil industry
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Special to Ag Alert

Arbequina, a semi-dwarf olive tree, has been grown commercially in Spain for nearly a decade. This variety of tree produces 40-50 gallons of high-quality olive oil per ton and it has just recently been introduced to California.

The California Olive Ranch Inc., has planted approximately 500 acres of the Arbequina variety. Michael Denny, executive vice president of California Olive Ranch, said good, irrigated land to plant olives is becoming scarce in Europe. A group of Spanish investors began looking for land in Northern California and the San Joaquin Valley in the late 1990’s. They choose a site just south of Oroville. “Basically, the soil condition an the climate dictated where we were going to go.”

The ranch was planted in four phases, using high-density plantings of 670 trees to the acre. Because they were planted in phases, the trees will come into production at different times. Currently they are about 325,000 trees planted.

The trees are planted on a trellis and resemble a vineyard. Denny said the trellises are used to promote the central leader of the tree. The trellis also helps keep the tree standing, so it is not blown over during a storm. Recent wind and rain has resulted in minimal tree damage, which Denny attributed to the trellis format.

A Gregoire grape harvester, made in France, is used to harvest the olives.  The company makes an olive harvester, but Denny prefers the grape harvester. The machine removes the fruit at about an acre-and-a-half an hour, a conservative estimate, he said, with fruit removal at about 90 percent. There was some minor tree damage from the harvester, but Gregoire adjusted the machine and solved the problem.

“We’d like to do some trials with some other mechanical harvesters produced here in the states, but  we really haven’t had the opportunity to do that yet,” Denny said, and added, in southern Europe, Gregoire has been the most effective machine by far. Commercial olive harvesting ranges $150 to $200 an acre.

The trees are mechanically topped, but the rest of the tree is hand pruned. Initially, Arbequina is a vigorous growing tree. “It may grow three or four feet the first year, but the second it slows down, “ Denny said. Topping the tree stimulates the fruiting wood and reduces the time needed to reach productive maturity.

Hand pruning could be a significant expense, Denny admitted, but said they won’t prune every year. “We don’t want to get into an alternate-bearing situation. Some years we’re going to prune heavy and some years we probably are not going to prune at all. I’ve seen mechanical pruning done, and I’m not totally convinced on that yet. You can’t be selective when you’re mechanically pruning.” With mechanical pruning, the fruitwood that produces the next year’s crop would be pruned off as well as the old wood.

The Arbequina variety isn’t prone to olive knot, but it isn’t resistant to it either. As a preventative measure, they have a copper spraying regimen of three to four times a year. “ You’ve got to keep in mind that this  is a new crop, in a new country, and in fact, this is the biggest planting that I know of in the world right now. And in California, the olive knot is out there. Frankly, we’re probably overcompensating, “Denny said, but at this point, he’d rather be safe than sorry.

Once the trees are in full production, Denny expects to, on average, harvest five to seven tons an acre with a total annual tonnage of 2,500 tons.

The U.S. imports about 22 million gallons of olive oil a year. In comparison, California produces approximately 325,000 gallons a year. Demand for olive oil is increasing at a rate of 10 percent a year, Denny said. “ We can certainly see that there is a demand for a high-quality product. “ The marketing focus for the oil produced at  California Olive Ranch will be mostly domestic, with the West Coast initially being their primary market.

Denny sees planting the Arbequina variety as an opportunity for growers to compete in the world market and produce a high-quality oil. “ Most of the commodities in California are in dire straits right now, and this is a way for growers to make money on another crop that doesn’t require Class 1 soil.”

Sierra Gold Nurseries in Yuba City sponsored a field day at California Olive Ranch in October with a large number of growers in attendance. Jack Poukish, general manager of Sierra Gold, said there is a lot of interest in raising olive for oil and they have been contacted by growers about planting the Arbequina variety, particularly with soils that are less than ideal.

The main stumbling block for growers at the moment is lack of a processing plant, Poukish said. So far, only a few growers have planted Arbequinas and only in small plantings. California Olive Ranch is the only large acreage that has been planted to date.

Currently, California Olive Ranch is in the process of designing its own olive oil processing plant and they expect the plant to be operational within a year. No decision has been made about where the facility will be located or how large it will be. “We’re a young company and we’ve developed a solid business plan, but we are learning the nuances of a global market and modifying the business plan accordingly,” Denny said.

