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TEXAS RIDING HIGH ATOP A NEW OIL BOOM IN OLIVES
2010 harvest a banner year for state’s burgeoning olive oil industry
Carrizo Springs, TX -- There’s a new oil rush in Texas, but instead of derricks and barrels of crude its hallmarks are lush, green orchards and aromatic bottles of liquid gold; and just like the wildcatters of the past this first generation of olive oil producers were quickly branded as zealous gamblers.  The prevailing attitude was that olive trees were not sustainable in Texas.  Today all indicators show Texas is positioned to develop into a major producer for the growing olive oil market.  

The annual U.S. production of olive oil is 350,000 gallons; a mere 1% of the 50 million gallons Americans consume each year.  Recent controversy over the deceptive labeling in some imported “extra virgin oil” has also increased interest in domestic product.   It is a tremendous opportunity to revive idle farmland particularly in the legendary Winter Garden region in South Texas.  The land which is on the same latitude as the Mediterranean is bringing the dreams and hard work of Texas olive growers to fruition.

Taking root in Texas

One of the first olive oil visionaries was Jim Henry, owner of the Texas Olive Ranch and the founding director of the Texas Olive Oil Council.  In the early 90’s Henry began experimenting with a variety of olive trees in different parts of Texas. Undaunted by naysayers, Henry continued his quest to find the right combination of tree type, climate and soil.  Henry’s epiphany came during a visit to the historic Bel-Asher House in Asherton, Texas where he was shown olive trees growing in the backyard that had been planted there in the 1920s.  Henry knew he had found a region where olive trees could thrive.  

Today the Texas olive oil industry is growing rapidly with more than 250,000 trees on more than 1,500 acres.  The pioneers of this budding industry look to the Texas Olive Oil Council (TOOC) for expertise and guidance.  The TOOC has been instrumental in expanding the industry’s footprint. Henry is very happy to see more orchards coming online but he’s quick to point out the difficulties. 

 “Like any other farming venture there are always risks,” says Henry.  “You can’t control the weather and you need to be patient because it takes about 5 to 6 years for olive trees to mature and reach their optimum yield.”  

--MORE—

Reaping what you sow
Still many new producers are buoyed by the success of the Texas Olive Ranch, which this fall is celebrating the largest olive harvest in Texas history. Texas Olive Ranch also has the distinction of being the state’s largest olive orchard.  Nestled in Carrizo Springs, the orchard is comprised of 40,000 trees featuring the Arbequina, Arbosana, and Koroneiki varieties of olive trees. 
As a prominent member of the Texas Olive Oil Council (TOOC), Texas Olive Ranch is committed to delivering a top quality, high-end product to consumers.  They mill their olives within 3 hours of harvesting to preserve the best flavor and organoleptic properties of the fresh olive oil.  A recent USDA study found Texas Olive Ranch oil to be superior in quality when compared to other commercially available oils.  Dr. Nasir Malik of the USDA Agricultural Research Station in Weslaco conducted the study which produced other findings that could add to the best practices of Texas growers.

“The information we obtained about changes in levels of polyphenols in developing and maturing fruits should be useful in effective and efficient farm management; for example we learned that fruit fly infestation coincides with a decline in oleuropein levels,” says Dr. Malik.

Details of the USDA study can be found at http://www.ars.usda.gov/research/publications/publications.htm?SEQ_NO_115=246285
In the Spotlight
The state's blossoming olive oil industry has captured the interest of PBS.  The network is currently filming a documentary called Texas Olive Trails that follows the emergence of the state’s olive agriculture.  It was a natural extension from a previous documentary series regarding the success of the Texas wine industry. Film director Bill Millet says the rise of the olive oil industry is equally fascinating.

“There are multiple elements that contribute to the fabric of this story,” says Millet. “We delve into the amount of interest in locally grown food, the difference between authentic farmers and the olive tourist sites, to the dynamics of the South Texas border region where the majority of the olive farms are located.”

Texas Olive Trails will debut on PBS stations across the state in December and will be released nationally in January 2011. A preview can be seen at www.texasolivetrails.com.
--MORE—

The Taste of Success

Having turned conventional wisdom on its head, Texas olive growers are projecting greener days ahead.  Officials at the Texas Department of Agriculture (TDA) are also excited about the state’s newest cash crop. The TDA has partnered with the TOOC to fund a Texas Tech University research program on the viability and management of olive orchards in Texas.  

“The Texas olive industry holds a great deal of promise for consumers and our economy,” Texas Agriculture Commissioner Todd Staples said. “As Texans look for healthier foods and ways to improve their eating habits, olive oil is becoming a key ingredient in their diets. Our state’s olive growers have demonstrated a commitment to growing their businesses and our economy, and TDA will continue to assist the industry in building on its current success.”
Olive growers throughout Texas say the time is ripe for their agricultural specialty.  The rising industry is embraced by everyone from communities with struggling economies to top chefs clamoring for high quality, locally grown ingredients.  Combine that reception with a renewed consumer interest in healthier eating and the possibilities are limitless.

Olives are harvested in September so Texas consumers will soon find fresh product in a variety of retail locations as well as farmers markets.  To find an olive oil producer near you visit www.texasoliveoilcouncil.org or www.GOTEXAS.org. 
About Texas Olive Oil Council

The Texas Olive Oil Council is a non-profit organization founded in 1994 for the purpose of promoting the growing of olives and production of high quality olive oil in Texas. Since its foundation the organization has been at the forefront of introducing this new and growing agricultural specialty to the state. The Texas Olive Oil Council provides growers with information on how to cultivate, harvest and press their olives. The council is also committed to educating consumers about the varieties, qualities and uses of Texas olive oil. More information can be found at www.texasoliveoilcouncil.org.
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