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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
1. Why grow olives in Texas?
Texas has a lot of available land, access to water, and climates in several parts of the state are similar to those in Mediterranean regions.  Olive oil is an integral element in a healthy diet, and we believe Americans would like to have domestically produced extra virgin olive oil.  Aside from tasting good, olive oil is also good for the skin and contains healthy omega-6 oil. In addition, an enzyme (olecanthal) in extra virgin oil is an anti-inflammatory thought to play a role in preventing heart disease and cancer. 

2. Given those factors, why is the olive industry so new to Texas?
For many years, respected agricultural experts believed that olives could not be grown in Texas because early experimentation with unsuitable olive varieties yielded poor results. In the early 90’s several visionary pioneers began experimenting with growing a wider range of olive varieties in different parts of Texas.  Some of the experimental varietals took hold and thrived. Since then, olive trees over 50 years old have been found in several locations in South Texas, and olive orchards of several varieties have been successfully grown in Texas.

3. Is there any current research to support this agricultural specialty?
Yes, the USDA recently completed a study with the goal of learning where and how to grow olive trees in Texas.  The research was conducted by Dr. Nasir Malik of the USDA Agricultural Research Station in Weslaco.  The research yielded many findings beneficial to olive growers.  This included the invention of an inexpensive growth chamber; information on climactic parameters for large scale commercial production; information on the effect of changing levels of polyphenols in developing and maturing fruits e.g. fruit fly infestation coincides with a decline in oleuropein levels.  
In 2009, the Texas Olive Oil Council and Texas Tech’s Horticulture program co-authored a grant request to the Texas Dept. of Agriculture’s Specialty Crop Block Grant Program to create a foundation of research to answer many growers’ concerns about cultivating olives in Texas. The first research project conducted by Texas Tech was a field study within several orchards investigating physiological response to irrigation.  Data from the project is currently being analyzed. The second is a greenhouse study of 4 container grown varieties to three irrigation levels.  The goal is learn more about weed control in orchards, nutrient management, watering and the effects of temperature and humidity on blooms and fruit set.  The Texas Olive Oil Council is committed to furthering research on olive cultivation in Texas and will continue to explore new directions and resources for research.

--MORE—


4. The 2010 olive harvest in Texas is being hailed as the largest in the state’s history.  How big of a crop is anticipated?
The Texas olive harvest has already begun.   In La Salle County, the Anderson and Farrell olive orchards were harvested mechanically the week after Labor Day, after which the harvester moved to Texas Olive Ranch in Dimmit County to begin harvesting on September 10.  Jim Henry, founding director of the Texas Olive Oil Council and president of Texas Olive Ranch is estimating there could be as much as 500 tons of olives harvested from Texas olive orchards. He expects to spend the month of September milling olives from several area orchards.


5. What is the market like for Texas olive oil?
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 deceptive labeling in some extra virgin oil imports and a desire for the freshest product is only raising the demand for domestic product.


6. Who is the Texas Olive Oil Council and what does it do?
The Texas Olive Oil Council (TOOC) is a non-profit organization led by a board comprised of several olive growers. Founded in 1994, the organization’s purpose is to promote information and practices of olive horticulture and production of high quality olive oil In Texas. 

 TOOC representatives frequently present seminars to educate current and potential growers as well as culinary educators.  These in-depth seminars cover olive growing from the ground up, from selecting the appropriate varietals, to land preparation, planting options, watering needs, fertilizing, pruning and harvesting. They also include information about the associated costs and potential income.  A marketing survey section outlines the myriad of products olives can be used for, such as the growing market for olive-based bath and beauty. In addition, they provide educational seminars on the history and production of olive oil, olive oil grading standards, and characteristics of extra virgin varietal olive oils.
As the interest in growing olives in Texas continues to grow, the TOOC works with landowners to determine feasibility of adding olives as an auxiliary crop to not only increase their incomes, but also reestablish their family farm structure

The Texas Olive Oil Council also works with local economic development entities.  For example, the TOOC recently partnered with the Neighborhood Housing Services of Dimmit County to provide community support for innovative specialty crop development.  We are anticipating approval of a federal grant request to establish a dedicated loan fund to assist predominately Hispanic economically-disadvantaged farmers in rural South Texas to obtain financing and skills to repurpose non-productive ranch land to olive orchards.  The program, Agri-Jobs for South Texas, will ultimately provide training, technical assistance and much needed capital to the local farming community.
--MORE—
7. What parts of Texas are best for growing olive trees?
Thriving orchards can be found in the Texas Coastal Plains, around Corpus Christi; the Texas Hill Country, from Marble Falls to Georgetown and down to Elmendorf; and in the South Texas areas of Dimmit, Zavala, LaSalle and Maverick Counties.  The highest concentration of flourishing orchards is in South Texas along the legendary Winter Garden region whose fertile soil is fed by the underground Carrizo Aquifer and whose temperate climate is comparable to the Mediterranean.

8. Is there room for more olive growers in Texas?
Currently there are 250,000 olive trees on more than 1,500 acres.  In the past decade the number of commercial orchards has grown from 10 to 48 and more orchards are preparing to come online next year.  Still there is still plenty of fertile land and demand continues to grow. TOOC leadership believes there is a ready market for every olive harvested in Texas.  The United States currently consumes more than 25% of the world’s extra virgin olive oil yet produces less than one percent.  This presents a huge opportunity for domestic olive production.

9. How long does it take to get an orchard up and running?
This is like any other farming venture that requires hard work, persistence, favorable weather, and sometimes a little luck.  Those interested in becoming olive producers must also realize that it takes olive trees about 5 – 6 years to mature and reach optimum yield potential.

10. Who is the typical orchard grower?
There is no archetype, Texas olive growers come from all walks of life.  Some are retired businessmen, others are farmers interested in reviving their family farms, some are environmentally and/or health conscious people who wanted to make a living in something that reflects their values. Some growers are seeking wide commercial success others prefer a more boutique approach.


11. How does Texas olive oil compare to foreign imports?
Since Texas olive oil reaches local markets infinitely quicker than imports it delivers a fresher taste.  The discriminating palates of Texas top chefs routinely seek out Texas olives and olive oils for their menus. Those discerning taste buds are now backed by science.  In the previously mentioned USDA study, Dr. Malik also tested the olive oil produced by Texas Olive Ranch and found it to be superior to other commercially available oils. 






--MORE--—

12. What is the TOOC response to the USDA’s new olive oil standards?
Consumer are rightfully upset to learn from a recent UC Davis study that many products labeled “Extra Virgin Olive Oil” do not meet the international standards for Extra Virgin classification. Sometimes they contain oils other than olive oil as well as flavor enhancers.  The new USDA standards are aimed at controlling fraudulent labeling of imported olive oil.  The TOOC is in favor of the increased rigor of those standards because it means more Americans will become familiar with the flavor characteristics of quality extra virgin olive oil, and increase the demand for quality extra virgin olive oil that is domestically produced.  We believe this is a very positive step for U.S. growers.


13. Does the TOOC have a certification seal?

The Texas Olive Oil Council is working with the Texas Department of Agriculture and Texas Tech University to establish a quality analysis program to certify extra virgin olive oil quality and domains for Texas consumers.  We expect the certification seal to appear on olive oil produced in Texas as soon as 2011.  
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