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Tunisian Olive Oil in History: 

For thousands of years olive oil has been prominent in all the great civilizations that have prospered in Tunisia. The olive tree was cultivated by the Phoenicians, the Greeks, the Carthaginians, the Romans and the Arabs, in a tradition that has been passed down from father to son ever since. Olive cultivation in Tunisia dates back to the 8th century BC, even before the founding of Carthage by Queen Dido. The Phoenicians were the first to introduce this crop to North Africa.
In the Carthaginian period, olive cultivation started to spread on account of several advantages granted to olive-growers.
Romans continued the expansion of olive-growing stepped-up irrigation, olive oil extraction technique. Excavations at Sufeitula (present-day Sbeitla) and Thysdrus (El Jem) and Roman mosaics discovered in Sousse attest to the widespread culture of olive-trees throughout Tunisia.
Andalusian arabs settled in Tunisia to take advantage of olive cultivation opportunities. Helps granted to olive-growers with low-fat imposition, encouraged them to bring out a huge territory by planting olive trees.

Since Phoenicians and through great civilizations that have prospered in Tunisia, olive cultivation occupied a prominent place in the country’s culture and economy.

FOREWORD

Olive cultivation constitutes a strategic position within the Tunisian agricultural sector, representing 1.6 million hectares under cultivation (30 % of agricultural land area) and counting an estimated 56 million olive trees. Oil olives production is dependent upon climatic conditions and is a traditional agricultural activity in Tunisia.

NATIONAL SITUATION

Production

The branch is composed of around 1 440 processing units and 250 000 olive producers. Production is divided between the South (54 %), the Central (29 %) and the North (17 %) regions of Tunisia, while oil processing units are located for the most part in Central (46 %) and Southern (40 %) Tunisia. Total triturating capacity is composed of traditional systems (42 %), super presses (27 %) and continuous in-line processing (31 %).

Investment realized during the period 1993- 1998 is estimated at 14.5 M TND/yr., which was essentially for the creation of new olive oil processing units (6.6 M TND/yr), the modernization of existing olive oil processing units (3.5 M TND/yr) and the extraction of oil from olive pits (2.2 M TND/yr).

There are 24 olive oil packaging units that represent an estimated capacity of 15 000 tons.

Local consumption of olive oil is estimated at 53 000 tons per year. Olive oil exports represent just 4 % of total Tunisian exports and 44 % of exports of the food processing sector in Tunisia.

Over 96 % of Tunisian olive oil exports are to Italy and Spain.

Since 1994, the collection and exporting of olive oil has been regulated and liberalized.
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REGULATION

The Office National de l’Huile (O.N.H.- Tunisian Olive Oil Office) is the main actor of the Tunisian market of olive oil, founded since 1930 and reorganized in 1970.
The main duties of O.N.H. are: (1) to safeguard Tunisia’s olive oil resources and the important social and economic wealth they represent by proposing suitable measures to the government for the protection, development and promotion of the olive sector, (2) to assist producers in improving the productivity of their holdings through orchard protection, rejuvenation and care, (3) to make olive oil processors and olive crushers aware of the need to produce quality olive oil, (4) to represent the Tunisian olive oil sector at any related events and on international organisations.

 The Office has many branches: (1) several laboratories fully equipped with advanced technology and staffed with highly qualified personnel for physico-chemical testing and organoleptic assessment. Three of these laboratories are accredited by the International Olive Oil Council, (2) storage capacity of about 185,000 tons distributed through the chief producer area, (3) a haulage fleet capable of collecting up to 2000 tons of oil daily, (4) some regional centres in the main producer areas equipped with logistic facilities (transport, laboratories, storage, etc.) located at Tunis, which covers the Northern region; at Sousse, which covers the Sahel region; at Kairouan for the central region; at Sfax for the centre south and at Zarzis for the South, (5) besides these regional offices in Tunisia itself, the O.N.H has a branche in France (Marseille).

The Tunisian Olive Oil Office (O.N.H.) is the largest supplier of olive oil to many countries in the world. The United States, Canada, Australia, Norway, South Korea, Malta and many Arab countries including Libya, Jordan, Egypt, Morocco, Algeria, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates are just some of the many countries where O.N.H. olive oil is enjoyed.

Olive oil imports from the O.N.H. into the European Union are larger than from any other non-EU country, with the largest demand coming from Italy, Spain and France.

Tunisia is an active member of the International Olive Oil Council and the North American Olive Oil Association.

Today the Tunisian Olive Oil Office (O.N.H.) is ensuring consistently high quality through:

• training management and sophisticated equipment,

• testing world-class laboratories approved by the International Olive Oil Council,

• a selected team of highly skilled, experienced technical professionals.

• carrying out chemical Physical and Organoleptic Analysis in order to identify quality and defects of oil and to select the best virgin olive oils.

• using the latest technologies in the manufacturing process and by exercising firm quality control.

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH “ATOUTS”:

The interest of researchers for the sector of Olive Oil is not new in Tunisia. It goes back up raises at the beginning of the last century with the creation in Tunisia of the Agriculture School of Tunis (1898) which became now (INAT) and Tunisia Botanical and Agriculture Service (1913) which became now Tunis National Institute of Agriculture Research (INRAT).

After the independence, the basic needs of Tunisia were multiplied. In this context, scientific research was linked to the current emergencies. The created structures continued in treating needs of vitals fields.

Consequently, Tunisia augmented the above institutes with further research structures especially; (1) The Research Centre on Arid Regions Problems (1961), (2) The University of Tunis, (3) The Research Centre on Using Salt Water for Irrigation (1963), …

This interest did not stop being renewed because in some of the Tunisian high-tech science parks an activity of this type is foreseen:

- Science park of Borj Cedria with a research centre in Biotechnology and a Higher institute of the sciences and the technologies of the environment.

· Science park of Bizerte promoting the creation of conditioning units of bio-agricols products and a research centre on Sciences and Technologies of food industries.

The CBS which is the first centre of biotechnology in the Arab world and in Africa dedicated to the biotechnology is constituted by four laboratories and by a research unit, namely:

· Laboratory of enzymes and metabolites of the prokaryotes;

· Laboratory of molecular genetics of eukaryotes;
· Laboratory of bio-pesticides;

· Laboratory of the bio-processes;

· Unit of molecular genetics of plants.

The ratification of the Agreement on the Biological Variety (in May, 1993) and of the Protocol of Cartagena on the Prevention of the Biotechnological Risks (in June, 2002) shows well the importance granted by the national authorities to the various aspects recovering from the biotechnology. 

The research in the field of the biotechnology is consequent and is promised to a beautiful future. Indeed, more than 45% of laboratories and research units belong to the sector of life sciences and the biotechnology, and near 5000 researchers work in it. 

Indicative list of research structures in relation with Olive field , in Tunisia:

Research centers:

· Centre of Biotechnology of Sfax
· Centre of Biotechnology of Borj Cedria

· ‘Olivier’ Institute of Sfax
· Institute of Research and Higher Education in Agriculture
Research laboratories:

· Vegetable biotechnologies applied to the improvement of the cultures (Head: Noureddine Drira; Institution: Faculty of Sciences of Sfax)

· Characterization and quality of the olive oil (Head: Mokhtar Zarrouk ; Institution: CBBC)
Research units:

· Plant ecology (Head: Hanchi Belgacem; Institution: Faculty of Sciences of Tunis)

· Biotechnology Plant and Morphogenesis (Head: Sadok Bouzid; Institution: Faculty of Sciences of Tunis)
INTERNATIONAL SITUATION

World production is estimated at 2 million tons per year. The Mediterranean countries supply

98 % and consume 94 % of world production. Olive oil is rare and represents around 4 % of the edible oils market. The world leaders in olive oil in descending order are:

• Spain, which produces 660 000 tons, exports 250 000 T/yr and imports on average 77 000 T/yr.

• Italy, which produces on average 500 000 T/yr and is the premier importer of olive oil in the world, importing 307 000 T/yr. and the second exporter worldwide, exporting 156 000 T/yr.

• Greece, the third ranking with production of 360 000 T/yr, exports of 145 000 T/yr and imports of just 9 000 T/yr.

• Tunisia is fourth ranking with production of 157 000 T/yr, exporting over 70 % of its production. Tunisia does not import olive oil. Compared to the net cost relative to other vegetable oils, olive oil is higher by 2.5.

In Europe, there are a number of major certified origin commercial brands: 12 in Spain, 12 in Italy and 27 in Greece.
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INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON

Comparative Benchmarking analysis of the sector in Tunisia with the reference group of the major producing countries, with the addition of Turkey, has resulted in the following observations:

• Tunisia has an elevated export/production ratio (71 %) versus 38 % for Spain and 33 % for Italy.

• The export of packaged Tunisian olive oil is very low, representing 2 % of exports, versus 65 % for Italy, 45% for Spain and 40 % for Greece.

• In terms of quality produced, 75% of European Union production is extra virgin oil while the level in Tunisia is around 25% to 30% of total production
.

• Oil processing units in Tunisia do not have control analysis laboratories. Only the ONH (National olive oil office) has a fully equipped laboratory, while in Spain there is one central laboratory for each 10 oil processing units.

• The harvest campaign in Tunisia is 90 days versus 60 days in Europe. The wait for olives before triturating is 6 days on average in Tunisia, versus a delay of 2.5 days in Spain and in Italy.

In terms of training for key oil processing professionals (production unit chief, taster, and mechanic) as is the situation for mechanized olive harvesting; these are relatively non-existent in Tunisia.

Production costs in Tunisia represent two thirds of the costs in Spain, but the competitiveness of Tunisia varies according to the production stage:

• Tunisian costs for olive cultivation and related activities are 50 % higher than for the Spanish, (601 USD per ton of oil in Tunisia versus 409 USD/T in Spain);

• Olive cultivation in Tunisia utilizes very little fertilizers and manure, representing a cost in Tunisia of 23 USD/T of oil versus 166 USD/T in Spain;

• The cost for triturating is competitive in Tunisia: 45 USD/T of oil versus 48 USD/T in Spain and 180 USD/T in Italy.

� There are four types of olive oil: (1) Extra Virgin Olive Oil: is the highest-quality olive oil, cold-pressed from selected olives. Extra virgin olive oil has a perfect flavour, a golden green colour and a maximum acidity of 1%. This is considered the finest olive oil, (2) Virgin Olive Oil: Virgin olive oil has a superior flavour and aroma, but at 1.5% is slightly more acid than extra virgin olive oil, (3) Olive Oil: Usually described as "pure" olive oil, this is a blend of refined olive oil, which has a neutral taste, and virgin or extra virgin olive oil, which is added to enhance flavour and colour. Olive oil is clear yellow in colour, and has a milder, mellower taste than virgin oil. Its acidity may range from 0.5% to 1.5%, depending on customer preference, (4) Light Olive Oil: Light (refined) olive oil is an oil obtained from virgin olive oil usually lamp ant.








