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Olive business

‘Mini Cordoba’ in Japan
Dr Vera Sergeeva was invited to Japan last September to present on Anthracnose management at a workshop organised 
by the Shozu Olive Research Institute, Shodoshima Island. She also visited the Institute’s laboratories, met with research 
scientists and visited an experimental olive farm. Impressed with the opportunities presented, she gave us an overview 
of the island’s innovative industry.

Shodoshima (Shodo Island) is the second 
largest island in the Seto Inland Sea and the 
birthplace of olive cultivation in Japan. The 
island’s Mediterranean climate made it an 
ideal place for growing olives, with the first 
crop achieved in the early 1900s. Since then 
the island has been a leading producer of 
Japanese olives and olive oil, and is known as 
“Olive Island”, with olive-related tourism an 
increasing part of the economy.

Sergeeva describes the island as ‘like 
a mini Cordoba’: olive trees are grown 
everywhere - in groves, along the roadsides 
and as garden trees. A lookout point is 
home to a 1000-year-old fruiting olive tree, 
transported as a bare trunk from Andalucia 
in 2011, and Shodoshima Olive Park is 
home to some 2,000 olive trees. Nearby, 
Shodoshima Olive Garden’s olive tree-lined 
paths lead to a museum on the history of 
local cultivation, an exhibition room and a 
grove offering tours. Guests can also visit the 
oil processing facility during milling season, 
and the restaurant, cafe and souvenir shop 
provide the opportunity to sample and buy 
products including olive oil, olive candy, olive 
cosmetics, olive noodles and olive ice cream.

Olive oil in Japanese cuisine
The Olive Garden restaurant’s menu 

has a strong focus on olive oil, and olive 
oil is increasingly being used in traditional 
Japanese dishes - sashimi served with olive 
oil in the style of Italian carpaccio, olive oil in 
high-quality canned sardines and tuna, and 
EVOO in sauces and dressings. 

Olive ‘food brands’
As well as producing award-winning olive 

oil, Kagawa has created two offshoot food 
brands from its olive industry, “olive beef” 
and “olive yellowtail”. 

Waste organic matter from olive pressing 
is added to feed for cattle, and dried and 
powdered olive leaves to that of farmed 
yellowtail fish, producing in both flesh with 
a high level of oleic acid which doesn’t 
oxidize or lose colour due to the high levels of 
polyphenol in the olive waste. 

Olive leaf tea is also farmed extensive 
using the same production processes as for 
Japanese green tea, with one farm covering 
90 hectares of the island.

Shodoshima EVOO 
Then there is Shodo Island EVOO. The 

island’s olive oil production is described as 
being “carefully executed using calculated 
skills and precision, starting with hand-
picking olives at the exact time for the perfect 
flavour”, and is known for its exceptional 
quality. The small number of commercial 
olive plantations mean Shodoshima EVOO 
is very expensive, selling at US$44-63 per 
180ml bottle. 

And Japanese consumer interest in olive oil 
is increasing, particularly for the good stuff. 
IOC statistics show that virgin and extra 
virgin oils account for 71% of total imports, 
with olive oil another 25% and olive pomace 
oil only 4%. Imports increased by 25% in 
just five years, from 45,571T in 2011-12 to 
56,854T in 2016-17.

Local production
Yet Japan remains a very small producer. 

The country’s total olive acreage is 500 
ha, with 90% under intensive farming, and 
growing olives is not always easy. The June 
to September growth season coincides with 
Japan’s typhoon-heavy rainy season, while 
trees are easily damaged by diseases and 
indigenous pests such as olive weevil that 
pervade during the humid summer. 

On Shodoshima, however, years of 
expertise in olive cultivation have seen 
olive varieties selected to suit local growing 

conditions - Arbequina, Frantoio, Nevadillo, 
Manzanillo, Mission and Lucca. The use 
of resistant cultivars reduces losses from 
anthracnose and eliminates chemical 
expenses for disease control, increasing the 
industry’s viability. 

The future
The Shozu Institute also conducts research 

on varietal development and improved 
cultivation techniques for increased 
production, which Sergeeva said is matched 
by an unwavering enthusiasm for manual 
cultivation.

“Shodoshima olive oil is the product of 
years of effort and innovation on the part of 
the island’s farmers and, with olive products 
now a key element of the island’s economy, 
we can expect them to continue to push their 
product toward perfection.”

Some ideas we can utilise here, perhaps – 
and from those import figures, undoubtedly a 
market for our own high-quality Australian and 
New Zealand EVOO! And if you’re interested 
in looking into olive beef production, there’s 
a detailed article in the September 2015 
Olivegrower & Processor, including data 
analysis of oleic acid content and flavour. If 
you’ve misplaced your copy, back issues from 
2012 onwards are available on the OliveBiz 
website – www.olivebiz.com.au.

Vera Sergeeva at the Shozu Olive 
Research Institute’s experimental 
olive farm.


