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Olive growing in Tunisia  

 

In response to the invitation from the Tunisian authorities, the 27th 
extraordinary session of the International Olive Council (IOC) will be held in 

Hammamet (Tunisia) from 11 to 16 July 2016. Tunisia, as a founding member of the 
IOC from its creation in February 1956, has participated actively in the successive 

international Agreements on olive oil and table olives and has contributed to all the 

working groups set up to monitor research and development and olive oil chemistry 
activities over the last 60 years. As one of the signatories of the first International 

Olive Oil Agreement in 1959, together with Belgium, France, Greece, Israel, Italy, 
Libya, Morocco, Portugal, Spain and the United Kingdom, Tunisia has the second 

largest olive-growing area in the world after Spain. Fifty years ago, Tunisia was using 
800 000 ha of land for olive growing, which accounted for 16 pc of the world olive 

acreage. More than 99 pc of the production from Tunisian olive orchards is used for 

oil extraction, while the remainder is used for table olive processing. The country has 
more than 800 million olive trees, of which 35 pc are less than 5 years old; 54 pc are 

between 20 and 70 years old and 15 pc were planted over 70 years ago. Only 5 pc of 
the olive-growing area is cultivated under irrigation.  

 

 
 

Map 1 – Distribution of olive tree varieties in Tunisia  

 

The main olive varieties in the north of the country are Chetoui, Sayali and Gerboui. The planting density in 
this region is of 100 trees/ha. The Chemlali and Oueslati varieties are found in the centre with a density of 50 to 60 

trees/ha, while the Zalmati, Zarrari and Chemlali varieties are grown in the south with a density of 17 trees/ha (see 
map above).  

  

Olive growing is one of Tunisia’s main agricultural activities. It plays a fundamental social and economic role, 
given that 60 pc of the country’s farmers work in this area and draw all or part of their revenues from it. Olive 

growing accounts for 30 to 40 million work days a year. It contributes to slowing down the rural exodus and 
generating revenues. The olive growing sector has a robust industrial infrastructure, with more than 1 700 olive oil 

processing facilities, 15 refineries, 10 olive pomace oil extraction units and more than 40 packing plants. 

 
Over the last 50 years, the average production per crop year has gone from 79 000 t between 1965 and 

1975 to more than 176 000 t in the last ten crop years (2005-2015), in particular as a result of a record production 
of 340 000 t in 2014/15. However, harvest fluctuation continues to be significant. Graph I shows large variations 

between crop years, which are essentially due to climatic conditions. More than 95 pc of the olive-growing area is 
rain fed and 70 pc of this area is located in semi-arid, arid or desert areas. 

 

 
 

 
 

Graph I – Olive oil in Tunisia. Market trends 
over the last five decades (in tonnes)  
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Olive oil is a key export product given that 

more than 80 pc of local production is exported. 
Tunisia is the second exporter worldwide after the 

European Union. Depending on the crop year, it tends 
to take the third or fourth position in the ranking of 

global exporters, with the exception of the 2014/2015 

crop year when it was first, having exported 304 000 t 
of olive oil, in particular to Spain (36 pc), Italy (32 

pc), the United States (16 pc), France (4 pc) and 
Portugal (2 pc), as Graph II indicates.  

       
            

                                       

 
            Graph II –  Main destinations for the exportation of Tunisian olive oil in 2014/15  
 
 

 

Olive oil : healthy and good for the environment  

At the IOC’s upcoming extraordinary session, the Council of Members will draw up a proposal for the 
participation of the IOC in COP22, which will be held in Marrakech in November, by organizing a 

conference on the carbon sink effect of olive trees.   

We now have evidence that when the appropriate agricultural practices are adopted, the carbon sink 

effect (or carbon sequestration) from olive trees in the biomass and soil is much higher than the 
greenhouse gas emissions for the production of one unit (one litre of virgin olive oil or extra virgin 

olive oil).  

The fact that the consumption of olive oil and the protection of this crop are positive and green 

measures for the environment is precisely the message that the IOC wishes to share with society at 
large. It is essential to raise awareness of the environmental contribution of olive orchards as carbon 

sinks. The member states of the IOC contribute more than 96 pc of the global production of olive oil 
and table olives. The IOC is therefore in the best position to highlight the role of olive orchards as 

allies against climate change.  

Given the natural capacity of olive trees to store atmospheric CO2 in the soil, our message could be 

that “olive oil is both healthy and good for the environment”.  

 

 
WORLD TRADE IN OLIVE OIL AND TABLE OLIVES 

 
1. OLIVE OIL -  2015/16  

 

 

Imports in olive oils and olive pomace oils in the first seven months of the 2015/16 crop year (October 2015 – 
April 2016) across the eight markets mentioned in the table below, grew by 20 pc in China, 4 pc in Canada and 1 pc 

in the United States. Acquisitions in Australia are stable, with similar values as the same period in the preceding crop 
year. However, other markets recorded negative results: -41 pc in Brazil, -16 pc in Japan and -10 pc in Russia. 

 

The EU
1
 figures for the first six months of the crop year (October 2015 – March 2016) report that intra-EU 

acquisitions fell by 12 pc and imports from outside the EU fell by 28 pc compared to the same period of 2014/15.  

 
 

 
 

 

 

                                        
1 EU data for April 2016 were not available at the time of writing.  
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2. TABLE OLIVES -  2015/16  

 

In the first seven months of the 2015/16 crop year (October 2015 – April 2016) table olive imports increased in 
Australia (+6 pc) and in Canada (+2 pc), but fell in Brazil (-14 pc), Russia (-10 pc) and the United States (-4 pc).  

 
EU trade data2 for the first six months of the 2015/16 crop year (October 2015 – March 2016) report an increase 

in intra-EU acquisitions (+7 pc) and a 4 pc decrease in extra-EU imports compared with the same period of the 
previous crop year.  

 

 
 

 
II.  PRODUCER PRICES 

 
Extra virgin olive oil: after levelling out over the last three months, producer prices in Spain fell below €3/kg in 

the last few weeks, before a slight upturn in the last week of June to settle at €3.05/kg, which was a 15 pc 
decrease compared to the same period of the previous crop year, and was 56 pc higher than the minimum price of 

the third week in May 2014 (€1.96/kg) and 28 pc lower than the maximum (€4.23/kg) (graph 1). 

 
Italy: Producer prices in Italy have been stable in the last few weeks and stood at €3.54/kg at the end of June, 

which is 35 pc less than the same period of the previous crop year. Graph 2 indicates the monthly prices of extra 
virgin olive oil over the last few crop years.  

 
Greece: In recent weeks producer prices have also levelled out in Greece, reaching €2.90/kg at the end of June 
2016, which is a period-on-period drop of 6 pc.  

 
Tunisia: producer prices fell slightly over the last few weeks before rallying up to €3.15 at the end of June 

2016, which is 9 pc lower than the same period of the previous crop year.  

 
 

 

                                        
2 EU data for April 2016 were not available at the time of writing. 
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Graph 1 

 
Graph 2 

 
 Refined olive oil: Producer prices for refined olive oil in Spain and Italy have moved in the same 

downward direction as the price of extra virgin olive oil. In Spain they fell sharply but started to rally in the 
third week of January 2016, before falling again over the last few weeks to climb to €2.97/kg at the end of 

June, standing 6 pc lower period-on-period. There has been a similar trend in Italy, where the prices 

reached €2.94/kg at the end of the June 2016, which is 7 pc lower than the same period of the previous 
crop year. No price data are available for this product category in Greece. 
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At the end of May 2016, the price differential between refined olive oil (€2.97/kg) and extra virgin olive oil 
(€3.05/kg) was of €0.08/kg in Spain, while it was higher in Italy at €0.60/kg (Graph 3).  

 
 

 
 

Graph 3 

 
Graph 4 
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STAY TUNED 

Keep track of what’s going on in the industry: http://www.scoop.it/t/olive-news  

Find out what’s happening at the IOC: 

http://www.linkedin.com/company/international-olive-council 

Read our scientific journal OLIVAE : 

http://www.internationaloliveoil.org/store/index/48-olivae-publications 
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