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Olive Oil may be next big cash crop for local farmers

Scotty Williams

Editor

Olive oil is one of the world’s oldest commodities, in fact in the Bible wealth is often measured by baths of the oil.

And for the most part olive oil remains a commodity produce in the old world, but one group of people is hoping to change that.

“Looking at the global market for olive oil, we feel this area has a lot of potential because of the market and the situation right now. Also the other commodities are not in very good shape,” said Xavier Marques, Executive Director for NursTech, Inc.

A facility for the company was constructed on East Gridley Road a year and a half ago. The company is in different countries and states including Australia, Oregon, Spain, Chile, Brazil, Argentina and now California. The 34-acre Gridley site is currently producing 500,000 olive trees a year, with plans to increase that amount to over one million next year.

“Right now, the mother company, called Agromillora, is the world wide leader in tissue culture for rootstocks and also olive tree production. They produce approximately four million trees in Europe each year, “ said Marques.

But California could prove to be an even bigger market for the company and may be the next big cash crop for local farmers.

“The consumption is growing seven to eight percent a year, with very little local production. There is a big market there to grow, but the key to everything is the cost,” said Marques.

Marques said the United States imported approximately 40 million gallons of olive oil last year. The U.S. production of olive oil makes up less than one percent of the total used by this country each year. And the studies pointing to the health benefits of olive oil, the market is expected to only get bigger, seeing an eight percent increase last year.

“In recent years doctors have recommended olive oil because of its healthy benefits,” said Marques. Olive Oil may be just what the doctor ordered for ailing area farmers as well. Nearly all of the area’s major crops have suffered from overproduction and lower prices in recent years.

Marques said one company in the area of Highway 70, the California Olive Ranch, planted 500 acres, and this year will have their second crop from three year old trees. The ranch is currently working to construct the largest olive oil processing plant in the United States. One Gridley area farmer is planning to plant a 300-acre block. Another grower near Sacramento has plans to plant 1000 acres.

Sierra Gold Nurseries in Yuba City, and The Burchell Nursery, Inc. in Fresno currently distribute the trees. 

Marques said there are also three to four farms in the planning stages in the San Joaquin Valley.

“ A lot of growers are coming from the wine industry because they can use the same machinery. More or less the spacing is the same, the trellis system and the irrigation system is the same,” said Marques.

The trees are planted in hedge rows and grape harvesters are used to pick the ripe fruit. Harvest generally begins in October. Marques said the ability to machine harvest is a key to keeping production costs down, thus allowing U.S. farmers to compete with the European market.

“The main cost in olive orchards is harvesting. Harvesting by hand is a very high cost. This system allows you to harvest with these machines so you can reduce a lot of the cost,” said Marques.

Marques says the second key to U.S. growers finding a niche is an advertising campaign that emphasizes the oil as a California grown product. He cites the success of the California cheese and wine campaigns.

“The key for everything will be a marketing strategy to promote the product as being grown locally. Something from California against all of the European oil that is coming here now. We saw the same situation in the wine business 25 years ago. The wine came mainly from Europe. Now we’ve seen the growth of companies like Gallo which is the largest producer of wine in the world right now,” said Marques.

NursTech, Inc. currently offers growers three varieties of olive that have proven very suitable to this area. The varieties offered are Arbequina clone I-18, Arbosana clone I-43 and Koroneiki clone I-38.

Marques said NursTech, Inc. experimented with over 100 different types of olive trees in Europe, as well as different farming techniques, to adapt to U.S. practices.

The varieties produce a small crop of olives two years after being planted. Three-year-old trees will produce three to four tons per acre.

The trees will reach full production in the fourth or fifth year. Mature trees are expected to produce between five to seven tons per acre. One ton of olive produces on average 40 to 50 gallons of oil. 

Marques said the main advantage European farmers currently have is an established market and governmental subsidies provided to growers. Marques said advantages for a U.S. product include freshness and lower transportation costs. He also feels California farmers will be able to produce a better product because of the ideal weather conditions.

“ The weather is wonderful here. California has more or less the same latitudes as Spain or Italy. In fact we are seeing the trees doing better here than there,” said Marques.

Currently most of the olives grown in California are table olives. Table olives are larger and have more water content, less oil, and are grown to be eaten whole. Marques said all three of the olive trees provided by NursTech, Inc. have proven well adapted to both Southern and Northern California.

Marques said Northern California farmers have the advantages of lower land costs and the availability of water over their southern neighbors.

