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TRENDS

OIL CHANGE 

Some believe fruit growers can cash in on the growing domestic olive oil industry

By David Eddy

Western Editor

If you think the US is far too dependent on foreign oil, you’d be right. Americans are increasing their consumption of olive oil at tremendous rates as studies show how heart- healthy it is. But while we ´re practically guzzling the stuff, we ´re producing but a pittance.

In 1997, the last year for which hard numbers are available, the U.S. consumed 35 million gallons of olive oil. But the country produced just 325.000, or less than 1% of that consumed. And less than half of that was extra virgin oil preferred by both the chefs and the health-conscious.

Those numbers cry out to a group of Californians who are trying to get the industry off the ground. One is Jack Poukish, whose Sierra Gold Nurseries in Yuba City markets 10 varieties of olive trees, including the high-density Arbequina and Arbosana cultivars that he believes could be a hit with growers. Although the demand is there, can Californians really compete against the cheaper, European oils? Poukish says yes, primarily because of new, high-density systems for growing olives for oil.

“We think it fits in with what our growers want: Mechanically harvested, low labor costs, low water use, and no need for Class 1 soils,” he says. “And olive oil is not quickly perishable like other tree fruit crops, so they’re not going to get dumped.”

For proof, a lot of skeptics will be looking at the 500-acre California Olive Ranch, located near Yuba City. The ranch’s executive vice president, Michael Denny, says they are out to prove U.S. growers can compete with the Europeans. In the past, the problem was that growers stuck with Old World techniques. “You really can’t grow with the traditional methods and make any money,” he says. “This system is completely different.”

First, it is a high-density planting of trees that will be kept relatively short at 12 feet. They are planted on a 13-by-5-foot spacing, with 670 trees to the acre. Second, the trees are fed with a very sophisticated fertirrigation system.

Low Labor Costs

But perhaps most importantly in terms of holding down costs is that orchards can be harvested mechanically. Even better, they can be harvested with grape harvesters, with just slight modifications, says Dave Weil of the Tree Connection in Dundee, OR, a tree brokerage firm. Thankfully, the olive harvest is in October and November, just after the bulk of the grape harvest.

California Olive Ranch will have its first crop, a small one, this year. They are building a processing plant on site, which will naturally be the largest in the U.S. It will be big enough, says Denny, to handle the output of the ranch as well as any other growers who venture into the olive oil deal.

“This industry’s going to grow really fast,” he says. “You’re going to see a lot of growth in just the next year.”

For more information, contact California Olive Oil Council at www.cooc.com, Sierra Gold Nurseries at www.sierragoldtrees.com.

