FresnoBee.com

http://www.fresnobee.com

Oil rush

M oder n technology and consumer demand reshape the domestic olive
oil industry.

By Joan Obra/ The Fresno Bee
(Updated Wednesday, October 26, 2005, 6:44 AM)

About 150 spectators signed up to witness the unusual sight: a harvester
rumbling through arow of olivetrees, violently shaking off the fruit and
spitting it in abin.

Last week's event was the start of a new, mechanized olive oil industry in the
central San Joaquin Valley. On a Fresno State farm at Chestnut and Bullard
avenues, the harvester showed that olives could be picked faster and cheaper
than with farmworker crews. And California Olive Ranch — the country's
largest olive ail orchard and mill — hopes this will persuade Valley farmersto
join the company's expansion.
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Last week's demonstration project with Fresno State is asign of thingsto

come. In addition to processing the university's olives and creating a Fresno State brand of olive oil, California
Olive Ranch has plans to build a cutting-edge olive oil mill in the Fresno area. The goal is to boost production from
90,000 gallons of oil ayear to 1 million gallons by 2011, Greene says.

It's an oil rush driven by demand. In 1982, the United States imported 8.6 million gallons of olive oil, according to
the California Olive Oil Council. In 2003, the country imported 64 million gallons.

By contrast, California— the only state with large olive oil production — produced only 383,050 gallons | ast year.
And 24% of the state's supply comes from California Olive Ranch, Greene says.

"We're trying to end our dependence on foreign oil," he quipped.
John Slaughter, afield representative for Burchell Nursery, also touted the benefits of mechanical harvesting.
With amachine, it costs about $280 to harvest an acre of olives. If picked by hand, the cost could be six times that

amount, or ailmost $1,700. The harvester also can strip an acre's worth of olivesin an hour. It would take a crew of
10 to 12 farmworkers about two to three hours to do the same job.



"We think this is more productive than conventiona harvesting,” says Slaughter, whose company sells olive treesto
growers contracted with California Olive Ranch.

Despite Greene and Slaughter's pitch, reaction was mixed at last week's demonstration.
Craig Faulder, anative of Stevinson, isinterested in turning part of hisfamily's ranch into an olive-oil tasting room.

Faulder and his siblings are looking to grow olives for oil instead of wine grapes because "nobody elseis doing it"
in Stevinson, he says. "There isn't atrack record.”

He'd like to grow olives for California Olive Ranch, build asmall olive-oil processing plant and open the tasting
room in a historic building on the ranch. The resulting family business — the Faulder Heritage Ranch — would
preserve and promote Stevinson's agricultural history.

Valley farmers already have planted at |east 160 acres of olive trees for harvest by
machine, says Gino Favagrossa, Fresno State's orchard manager.

"Consumers are drawn to olive ail for its freshness, taste, high quality and health
benefits,” he says. "As aresult, many Californiafarmers are considering tapping into
this explosive growth by planting one of the world's oldest crops with a 21st-century
approach.”

But not all farmers were convinced. Pat Ricchiuti, president of the Fresno County
Farm Bureau, surveyed damage to olive trees caused by the mechanical harvester.

"I'm really surprised at the amount of damage that's done to the trees,” Ricchiuti says.
"Any injury is never good to a plant.”

"It'sa good research project for the university,” he added. California Olive Ranch olive
oilsinclude the Arbequina,
Ricchiuti, agrower of table olives, also isinterested in the project because of the left, and the Arbosana
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Making the switch to growing olives for oil — amove that requires planting different varieties — requires a sound
marketing plan, Ricchiuti says.

"I've been to alot of food shows, and | see the competition thereis," he says. And customers often need less olive
oil than, say, wine. "People will use ounces of it rather than gallons.”

Olive ail isacompetitive business, and California Olive Ranch has made a name for itself. At this year's
International Olive Oil Tasting Competition, gold medals were awarded to the company's extra-virgin olive ails:
Arbequina, Arbosana, Koroneiki and Estate Reserve Blend. The Arbosana and Estate Reserve Blend al so won best-
of-class awards.

Greene offered sips of the oils last week, aswell asalesson in olive oil tasting. He held asmall plastic cup in the
pam of one hand and pressed his other hand over the top of the cup. Then he slowly rotated his bottom hand,
letting the olive oil coat the inside of the plastic cup.



After lifting his top hand off the cup, Greene took a deep sniff.

Hetook an airy sip of the ail, sucking it slowly from the tip of histongue to the back of histhroat. At the same
time, he exhaled through the nose to extract the flavor on his tongue.

Tasting olive oil thisway reveals a complexity similar to wine. Arbequinaolive oil milled earlier in the week had
the scent of a freshly mowed lawn and a taste that was at once grassy, herbaceous and peppery. Arbequinaolive oil
was fruity and grassy. Arbosana oil had a mild peppery note, though it's typically stronger, Greene says. And
yellow oil bought from alocal supermarket had a chemical scent reminiscent of alcohol, with rancid and bitter
tones.

The tasting pointed out the four enemies of oil: time, oxygen, temperature and light.

Freshly milled olive ail is green, but if it's bottled in clear glass, it will turn yellow. To avoid this change in color,
Greene advises shoppers to buy olive oil packed in dark-colored bottles.

"Polyphenols are the first to go," he says, referring to light-sensitive antioxidants that lend a peppery taste to the
oliveail.

Temperature also isimportant. Olive oil always should be stored between 60 and 70 degrees.
"You can put olive ail in the fridge, but it will never taste quite as good," Greene says.

With good protection from light and storage at the proper temperatures, a bottle can stay fresh on the shelf for two
years. But once the bottle is opened, it should be used within 90 days, Greene says. After 120 days, it will be rancid.

Oliveail lovers can taste the difference for themselves Friday at an olive ail tasting in the Fresno State Farm
Market.

Cadlifornia Olive Ranch blended the Fresno State varieties into olio nuovo, or "new oil."

This ail, ablend of the Arbequina, Koroneiki and Arbosana olives harvested last week at Fresno State, is very
young — and at the peak of its grassy and peppery character.

It'safar cry from older, yellow olive oil, Greene says. Visitors to Fresno State's olive-oil tasting, beware: Slurping
olio nuovo to the back of the throat can inspire a coughing fit. It did with Greene.

The reporter can be reached at jobra@fresnobee.com or (559) 441-6365.




Growing olivesfor oil callsfor planting different varieties. California produced 383,050 gallons last year.
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A mechanical harvester strips olives for oil production during a Fresno State demonstration. The technology, which
was imported from Europe, is currently used by olive oil companiesin Northern California.
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