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1. Introduction 
 

The purpose of this report is to synthesize the main steps and key findings in our investigation of the 
nature of policy requirements and market imperfections, and their implications for the sustainability 
and resilience of olive oil production in organic, traditional, intensive and super-intensive systems 
across the Alentejo region (Central Portugal). These results are part of the EU-funded Horizon 2020 
project, SUFISA, with the full Portuguese report fully available at:  http://www.sufisa.eu/publications.  
 
2. Data collection methods 

Key to the approach implemented has been to place the farmers themselves, and their businesses and 
households (thus, the Farm Systems) at the centre of our research. The main purpose of this has been 
to get their perspectives on the key issues that need to be considered to better understand their 
sustainability pathways and barriers. In the first instance (WP1) a media analysis was conducted 
(which covered national, regional and specialised media) over sources from the past two decades. This 
is a period for which the agricultural landscapes, economic policies and indicators and farming systems 
have substantially shifted in the Alentejo. Along with this (WP2), a desk-based analysis of market 
conditions and regulations was also carried out. Sources reviewed include: academic publications; 
government and policy documents; market research and consultancy reports; industry reports and 
NGO documents. This review was supplemented with 20 expert interviews (10 per case study). 
Following analysis of the resultant data, three focus groups (FGs) were held with producers of olive oil 
(one with farmers following traditional and organic approaches, other with more intensive ones, and 
a third one with mixed farmers), then followed by a workshop composed by experts from the public 
and private sector. Lastly, a survey of producers was conducted covering the diversity of production 
systems and also the spatial and geographic contingencies that are found across the whole Alentejo 
region, with results that are summarized in section 9 of this synthesis report. The various steps and 
components conducing to this report and their timing are graphically synthesized in figure 1:  

          

Figure 1: Tasks reflected in the CSP National Report and their sequence. In red, the report synthesized 
in this document. 



3. Context 

Increase in olive oil production, and in olive grove extension, represents the most intense and rapid 
process of change in land-use and farming systems in the region (Alentejo) over the past few decades. 
It is widely acknowledged that intensification and expansion of olive oil production in Alentejo (figure 
2) have been triggered by recently increased water availability, and by lower agricultural land prices 
in comparison with its immediate geographic context (e.g. Southern Spain). Whilst the former was 
largely been facilitated by the Alqueva reservoir and irrigation system, the biggest in Europe and open 
after year 2000, the latter is due to cross-border historical policies and economies, but also to more 
recent legislation. Furthermore, this process of expansion has been underpinned by explicit political 
support nationally for foreign and other capital investment, an investment which has been considered 
as key asset for development in National, Regional and Local policies and Planning instruments.  

 

Figure 2: Spatial distribution of olive groves in the Alentejo Region (left) and of intensive and extensive 
olive groves in the Lower-Alentejo sub-region of Portugal (based on data by Guiomar, 2016) 

However, intensive and super-intensive systems of production, transformation and marketing are 
highly controversial from an ecological sustainability stand-point. This does not seem to detract the 
fact that these processes of change are widely accepted by Portuguese, regional and local societies 
and policies as a trigger for the economic development of a region (Alentejo) that in its European and 
National context is still considered as marginal, both economically and strategically. Also importantly, 
these changes have largely evolved in parallel to the finacialisation of an agricultural regional system, 
which is otherwise bounded by traditional values and attitudes. 

Resulting from all of this, the olive oil sector in the region is currently still expanding, although more 
slowly over the last couple of years. Alas, this trend is in alignment with parallel ones for other crops 
that are now considered as equally profitable in their intensive and super-intensive models (e.g. 
almonds, Pistachos), and that are lately entering the region. However, this is not resulting in an end 
for traditional management and production practices of olive oil (figure 3), which are still surviving in 
parallel, in part thanks to the rising of demand for high quality products, including traditional oil from 
local olive varieties, and with organic production systems. 



 

Figure 3: A traditional Mediterranean farm mosaic in Alentejo, containing extensive olive groves in 
terraces, along with vineyards, cereals (the Mediterranean trilogy) and semi-natural shrubland 
(©ICAAM). This mosaic, with small plots of agricultural land and little mechanisation is rapidly 
intensifying and losing its sustainable landscape character in favour of more intensified, financially 
profitable and spatially homogeneous agricultural land-use patterns.  

4. Policy and regulatory conditions. 

In general, policies were not considered by many of the stakeholders involved in SUFISA as the key 
factor fostering the profitability and competitiveness of the sector (especially not by those producing 
olive oil in intensive and super-intensive systems). However, it is clear that National water and 
irrigation policies following the opening of the Alqueva reservoir in 2001, that granted access to 
irrigation at low land prices to investors, have proved to be essential drivers for the expansion of olive 
oil production and farm structural change (table 1). Alas, current policies indicate that, in areas 
covered by the designated irrigation perimeters around Alqueva, farmers need to pay a compulsory 
irrigation fee to support infrastructure development, regardless of the use of water on which they 
incur. This may be considered as a driver behind the options for intensification of many traditional 
olive oil farmers in the region. When this is added to the policy and legal support that exists for the 
protection of key landscape elements (e.g. Oak Trees) of tradtional land-use systems (Montado) the 
spatial picture of olive grove expansion and intensification can be better understood.  

In contrast with National policy, public funding through CAP is generally considered by many olive 
grove farmers and olive oil producers as complementary income and is welcome by intensive and 
super-intensive olive oil producers, but not as the key element on which they financially depend. This 
is not the case for traditional olive oil producers (extensive and with traditional olive varieties) which 
are frequently deemed to be insufficiently protected through regulations and policies and cannot 
compete in open markets. It was actually stated that CAP in its present form does not provide with 
clear nor effeicient support lines for those operating in traditional production systems, or for those 
that wish to open up alternative production systems (e.g. organic). 



Table 1: Evolution (between 1999 and 2013) in the number of farms olive farmers dedicated to olive 
oil production in the region of Alentejo according to the structure and size of farms. An increase of the 
number of biggest (generally intensive) farms is in contrast with the decrease in the number of smaller, 
generally extensive and traditional, farms (source: INE, 2015)  

Size 2013 2009 1999 

Total 19449 19745 22513 

<0.5 Hectares 949 1101 1682 

0.5<1 Hectares 4155 3598 4578 

1<2 Hectares 4300 4829 5266 

2<5 Hectares 4692 5101 5105 

5<20 Hectares 3804 3575 4095 

20<50 Hectares 896 886 942 

50<100 Hectares 403 413 309 

>100 Hectares 250 243 136 

 

Key influential policies for the sector focus on fraud and quality control of final produces, water 
distribution and irrigation zones expansion and also in international free-trade.  

5. Markets and marketing 

Markets are volatile in general, but the certainty intrinsic in the control systems of inputs (e.g. water) 
in the intensive, and especially, in the super-intensive production systems grants them a clear 
competitive and technological advantage in the Mediterranean (highly fluctuant) context. The recent 
availability of water (figure 4) adds up to the fact that prices of (land) in the region are still competitive 
in comparison the main competitors (principally Spain, but also Italy and Greece). In general, the prices 
and quality standards of commodities are still clearly advantageous for the region, but many of the 
key economic actors in the region question for how much longer this will be the case.  

Figure 4: Main dam of the Alqueva reservoir, which with 4.150 Hm3 is the largest artificial lake in 
Europe, and which is planned (and legally) to provide irrigation for 170.000 Hectares of crops by 2020, 
a 70% of which are intensive and super-intensive olive groves. Dur to this expansive trend, Alentejo 
concentrated in year 2015 48.7 % of the National olive grove surface. 

 



Opportunities also exist thanks to the fact that new markets, both geographical (e.g. Brazil) and 
lifestyle (e.g. healthy foods) are opening lately that are triggering new opportunities for the sector 
(especially for intensive producers). Also, some niches exist for other production systems (e.g. 
organic), although they are still very minor nationally, and are hampered by the lower consumptive 
capacity linked to the economic crisis, of which Portugal is now successfully recovering. 

Besides more classic economic reasons, cultural habits of consumption are detected in Portugal that 
have historically placed olive oil (despite being a traditional product of the country) in a clear economic 
disadvantage in comparison to Spain and Italy. Furthermore, the lack of tradition and networking in 
devising more aggressive and innovative marketing strategies have placed the country and region in 
clear disadvantage to the aforementioned countries, especially Italy, which still concentrates a much 
higher share of final product trading that its own production would justify. However, this is slowly 
changing. 

Also, it is important to indicate how access to private credit for investment in land and infrastructure 
is still realtively easy, compared with other agricultural commodities in the region and country, but it 
is still mostly available to larger investment groups, and foreign investors. This is rapidly leading to the 
financialisation of the sector. Lastly, it is important to remark how although this is more clearly the 
case for lower-quality products, a certain oligo-polium is detected with two or three big firms coping 
an extremely large share of the market (especially in relation to sales in supermarkets). 

6. Sustainability and resilience 

Genuine concerns were detected regarding the ecological (low levels of) sustainability of the intensive 
and super-intensive production systems. Such concerns are reflected across a wide range of societal 
and policy actors and in the media, but however are much less frequent among intensive and super-
intensive farmers, big companies, exporters and lobbyists. 

A parallel, and yet much less frequent and extended, concern exists in relation to the (negative) impact 
that the current rapid expansion and intensification of this crop is having on the landscape character 
(figure 5), and thus on the territory when it is considered as an asset for the regional and local planning 
of sustainable development. This is greater among natural and heritage protection professionals and 
associations, lobbyists, some government officials and academics.   

                         

Figure 5: Landscape impacts and trends towards homogenization and loss of character linked to the 
expansion of intensive and super-intensive as visible in unified landscape patches (top), new 
agricultural buildings (low left) and mechanization processes (low right) (© ICAAM). 



In contrast, social and economic aspects of sustainability are generally perceived (e.g. in the media, 
but also in politics) as positive, especially in relation to intensive and super-intensive production 
systems. Regarding traditional production systems, the main issues relate to their (lack of) financial 
capacity to compete with intensive systems, and on how best to promote alternative (e.g. organic, 
gourmet) commercial options that would ensure their sustainability. 

Last, it is essential to note how, especially in super-intensive systems sustainability as a term is miss-
used frequently, and employed as a mere marketing tool, that bears no real implications beyond its 
utilisation for purely profit strategies. 

7. Focus groups and workshop feedback: drivers, strategies and future performance 

Clear assumptions were developed initially along SUFISA about how the mutual and internal dynamics 
of intensive vs traditional olive oil producers worked out in practice. Such assumptions can be resumed 
in the fact that the management practices and underlying discourses underpinning each of both 
management models of olive groves and olive co-exist in strict mutual competition. However, these 
initial assumptions were largely refuted (or at least smoothed) following the initial focus groups.  

Following the participatory workshops and focus groups, It became clear that intensive and super-
intensive producers compete fiercely among themselves, sharing as little information as possible with 
potential competitors, or even other external agents such as researchers (thus why they were so hard 
to recruit for their own FG). In contrast, competitiveness and secrecy levels are drastically reduced 
between extensive and intensive producers, whose discussion is much more fluid and open. Also, 
many of the initial pre-conceptions are broken, as they (largely) see each other as mutually valuable 
and holding values that are important for the future of the sector. 

Overall, the strategies and expected performances clear differ among both production models. Thus, 
in the case of traditional/extensive producers, two main strategies are encountered; gaining 
competitiveness through gradual intensification (a strategy that is highly dependent on their 
geographic location, and thus on their access to certain resources such as water irrigation permits), or 
diversification and multi-functionality including the production of higher-added value (e.g. combining 
with tourism and gaining organic certification). Also, in the case of traditional producers, cooperatives 
are strong and effective institutional arrangements that operate mostly at the local level, and that are 
related to traditional varieties. Alternatively, intensive producers (and other market agents in the 
chain, such as exporters) mainly aim to earn market share and competitiveness by combining their 
control of other activities within the whole production chain (e.g. manufacturing their own olive oil 
for themselves and others) and also through improved marketing and export options. Horizontal 
cooperation is almost out of discussion for this last type of producers. 

8. The future: preliminary visions 

The majority of actors involved in the discussions coincided that the sector will keep on growing in the 
future, although many indicate that this might perhaps happen at a steadier pace that that followed 
over the past couple of decades (Figure 6). Foreign and financial capital investment will likely also 
continue to grow, allowing the sector to stay resilient in the face of future trends in the European 
policies towards lower subsidies and more market-oriented policies. However, the current diversity of 
producers´ management and commercial strategies will still prevail, and alternative (e.g. organic, 
gourmet) options will most probably keep their minor role. In this context, higher internationalisation 
(new markets) and better marketing strategies are the key for the sector to maintain its current rate 
of growth. It is finally clear that climate change and related new societal and political demands will 
demand higher standards from the sector that might influence future trends and balances. 



 

Figure 6: Evolution and trends in consumption (orange) and production (blue) of National olive oil in 
Portugal over the past 25 years. A tipping point is in 2010 when production overcame consumption, 
thus entering a surplus and export-oriented sector. The trend towards growth is forecasted  to 
continue in the near future, although not likely at the rates detected in the first decade of the XXth 
century, which followed the rapid expansion of irrigation. (© International Olive Council, 2017). 

9. Institutional Arrangements (Survey) 

9.1. Sales channels 

The nature of currently prevalent institutional arrangements is directly dependant on the sales 
channel; arrangements bearing higher bargaining market power for the producers are those available 
only to the biggest and frequently to the most intensive producers; such market power if even higher 
for those producers with the capacity to process and transform other producer´s olives into olive oil 
through their own mills, whilst full dependence on the bargaining power of cooperatives is common 
for producers with smaller, extensive and traditional production systems. Direct sales to the public 
and the presence of own selling points is still very minor (table 2), despite of which some intensive, 
super-intensive and traditional producers can be found that adopt these kinds of practices, through 
their own shops and brands.  

Although many of the requirements for quality and environment are not part of the sales agreements, 
they are generally required by law, or even, as many respondents to our survey pointed out, are 
intrinsic to the own nature of traditional and extensive production systems and varieties. Thus, a vast 
majority of farmers is currently complying with high standards of quality (table 3). Alas, quality 
standards (categorized as diverse classes of olive oil; virgin, extra-virgin, “lampante”) is an essential 
factor for the final price and product competitiveness, and thus virtually all producers (except those 
aiming at self-consumption and informal mechanisms of distribution) are directly influenced by these 
standards in their capacity to compete in an increasingly globalised and tough market scene. 

 

 

 



Table 2: Sales channels of olive oil producers surveyed in the SUFISA Portuguese case study. Please 
note that many olive oil producers have more than 1 customer, and thus why the total numbers do 
not add 100 %. 

CO
LL

EC
TI

VE
 

Cooperative 60.42 % of farmers 
Producers´Organisations (OP) 6.25 % of farmers 

Inter-Professional Organisations (OI´s) 2.08% of farmers 

Producers´Association (AP) 0 % of farmers 

Others 2.08 % of farmers 

IN
D

IV
ID

U
A

L 

Local markets or Final Comsummers 10.42 % of farmers 

Small Shops or Restaurants 8.33 % of farmers 

Processors/Agri-Food Industries 2.083 of farmers 

Supermarket Chains (Big Retailers) 4.167 % of farmers 

Traders 2.08 % of farmers 

Exporters 10.42 % of farmers 

Others 14.58 % of farmers 

 

Table 3: Compliance requirements faced by producers surveyed in SUFISA (individually representing 
the percentage of olive oil producers amongst the total number surveyed). 

 Yes 
Quality standards 68.97 % 
Health & Safety Standards 79.31 % 
Natural resources and cobservation standards 32.76 % 
Animal well-fare regulations 0.00 % 
Climate change regulations and standards 10.34 % 
GMO standards and requirements 10.34% 
Others 15.52 % 

 

9.2. Characteristics of sale agreements and their sustainability  

Satisfaction with sales agreements (table 4) largely vary and seems to be independent of the various 
conditions and terms of sales. However, most producers consulted seem to be largely optimistic, and 
see themselves as willing to continue with their businesses (table 5), frequently aiming at improving 
production, either through intensification or adding value (e.g. via organic labelling and certification).  

In relation to the way in which their current sales and institutional arrangements allow them to 
achieve or improve their own targets, perceptions seem to be at somehow positive (also in relation to 
their economic targets), whilst too frequently their expectations and aspirations seem to largely 
exceed what their current situations allows (table 6). 

 



Table 4. Satisfaction with current sales agreements (representing the percentage of olive oil producers 
amongst the total number surveyed). 

Totally Insatisfied 3.45 % 
Slightly Insatisfied 0.00 % 
Not Satisfied nor Insatisfied 13.79 % 
Slightly Satisfied 43.10 % 
Totally Satisfied 37.93 % 
Does not know 0.00 % 

 

Table 5: Aspirations of olive oil producers for the future (representing the percentage of olive oil 
producers amongst the total number surveyed). 

I plan to maintain the scales of operations 33.33 % 
I plan to expand the scale of operations 62.50 % 
I plan to decrease the scale of operations 0.00 % 
I plan to abandon farming activities 2.08 % 
I do not know 2.08 % 

 

Table 6: Extent to which current institutional arrangements allow producers in the survey improve 
their sustainability targets (representing the percentage of olive oil producers amongst the total 
number surveyed that agree or partially agree on an individual basis with each of the factors 
considered). 

  
To

ta
lly

 o
r 

pa
rt

ia
lly

 a
gr

ee
 

En
vi

ro
nm

en
t 

Protect biodiversity 27.26 %  

Support animal well-fare 4.06 % 

Protect water quality 26.10 % 

Protect soil quality 27.26 % 

So
ci

et
y 

Create good relations with buyers and suppliers 24.94 % 
Connect with other farmers 26.10 % 

Reach social acknowledgement 26.10 % 
Protect a successor 23.20% 

Ec
on

om
y 

Maintain profitability 27.26 % 

Invest in the business 24.94 % 

Sell product on tougher moments or when 
pricers are lower 

16.24 % 

Deal with volatility of market conditions 26.10 % 

 



9.3. Strategies and drivers of farming  

Among the key factors currently influencing farmers, technology, private investment and finance, 
water and markets seem to drive their actions and decisions, with public agricultural policies also 
ranking high (table 7). Also, in relation to their aspirations, most seem to aim to expand or maintain 
their business sizes (table 5), especially through intensification, with interest in abandonment being 
practically unencountered in the sector and region (although casually, it happens). Finally, the kinds 
of actions that farmers perceive to be most urgently required for improving their business´ 
sustainability include a wide range from diversification to improving insurance, although among all of 
these, those related with financialization and technological and infrastructural improvements (tables 
8 and 9). 

Table 7: Factors influencing the production of olive oil, according to producers surveyed (representing 
the percentage of olive oil producers amongst the total number surveyed that agree or at least 
partially agree on an individual basis with each of the factors considered). 

 

To
ta

lly
 o

r 
Pa

rt
ia

lly
 A

gr
ee

 

Adverse climatic conditions or pests and diseases 18.72 % 

Annual volatility of input prices 13.44 % 

Rapid decrease of market prices 10.08 % 

Changes in consumers preferences and behaviour 12.96 % 
Access to loans for capital investments 6.72 % 

Access to credit for inputs and others 0.96 % 
Changes in Agricultural regulations 12 % 
Changes in CAP 14.4 % 
Others 0 % 

 

Table 8: Changes required by olive oil producers in relation to production (representing the 
percentage of producers amongst the total number surveyed) 

 Yes 
I plan to invest in more infrastructures 64.58 % 
I plan to externalize part of our activities 52.08 % 
I plan to specialize our production 56.25 % 
I plan to insure against livestock/crop losses 58.33 % 
I have no specific plans 8.33 % 
Others 6.25 % 

 

 

 

 



Table 9: Changes required by Olive Oil producers in relation to markets (representing the percentage 
of producers amongst the total number surveyed) 

 Yes 
I plan to diversity in new products 66.67 % 
I plan to insure against price volatility 56.25 % 
I plan to develop new partnerships 41.67 % 
I plan to develop new sales channels  62.50 % 
I plan to add value to my products 45.83 % 
I do not have any specific plans 6.25 % 
Others 0.00 % 

 

9.4. Other relevant issues-policies and collaboration 

Direct payments and agro-environmental schemes (PAC) are received, under different programs, from 
the vast majority of farmers surveyed (table 10). However, it is much more relevant in extensive and 
traditional producers.  Actually, in the case of traditional and smaller farmers, at times these public 
funds represent net values which are relevant to the financial viability of their farms, but that in no 
case vital. In the case of intensive and super-intensive farms, such degree of dependency is even lower. 

Table 10: CAP funding received by Olive Oil producers surveyed (representing the percentage of 
producers amongst the total number surveyed) 

Direct payments 48.25 % 
Other Pillar I Payments 23.57 % 
Agro-Environmental Schemes (AES)   33.25 % 
Others 16.34 % 
I do not Know 1.14 % 

 

Technical support ids aligned with the type of production system and management model. Thus, in 
the case of those opting for intensive and super-intensive farms, many of them for private technical 
services (frequently their own), whilst traditional, smaller and extensive producers largely depend on 
cooperatives and informal arrangements for technical advice. Support received mainly relates to 
quality control and certification. Public-extension services are non-existent but are nevertheless only 
pointed out by traditional and extensive farmers of smaller-sized properties as key gaps in the system. 

Cooperation and discussions are mostly held by farmers with technical advisors and members of 
cooperatives, although is again correlated with the type of production system, being generally much 
larger in smaller farms, whilst larger farms only cooperate if a commercial contract among themselves 
is in place, but rarely informally.  Accordingly, few of the largest producers acknowledge that the lack 
of horizontal cooperation is problematic for the sector, whilst many of the traditional and smallest 
ones indicate how this hampers their competitiveness and capacity.  

Last, whilst many farmers operating in smaller family businesses expressed an interest to pass on their 
businesses to future family generations, this is frequently difficult, due to little interest for farming in 
many of these heirs. In contrast, many intensive and super-intensive producers are mostly interested 
in securing shareholder´s benefits, and those looking at establishing a family business they are in a 
minority. This results in a great proportion of producers in the region lacking clarity on where the 
future ownership of the businesses will be held.  

 



Table 11: Expectations for succession of Olive Oil producers surveyed (representing the percentage of 
producers amongst the total number surveyed) 

I have no expectations at the moment 6.25 % 
I expect a member of the family to take over 22.92 %  
I expect to sell the farm/business 4.17 % 
I expect to give up rental 0.00 % 
Others 12.50 % 
I do not know 54.17 % 

 

10. Final reflections and conclusions.  

The olive oil sector in Alentejo (Portugal) has been undergoing a radical transformation and growth 
over the past 10-15 years triggered by the increased availability of water and related infrastructures 
for irrigation. Such transformation is apparent in the following processes: land property concentration, 
intensification, specialisation and financialization, and is supported through specific regulations and 
policies at the National to Local levels. However, the intensification pathway is restricted to producers 
within restricted irrigation perimeters, which generally coincide with the landscapes with most 
productive soils and best bio-physical conditions, whereas in marginal and hilly soils and landscapes, 
the options for olive oil producers are more limited to the traditional and extensive production 
systems. This has resulted in a dual olive oil production system for the Alentejo, where intensive, 
traditional and organic production systems co-exist, although at rates of change that are gradually 
shifting in favour of the former.  

In association with this dual production system (intensive vs extensive), various and differing farming 
strategies are found that are underpinned by public discourses ranging from the territorial and 
landscape stewardship goals that are associated with traditional and organic farming, to the 
productivist and financially-oriented discourses that are found underpinning the intensive, and 
especially, the super-intensive business models and that are also shared by much of the public sector 
and local population, and also favoured by the technical and popular media. Alas, in alignment with 
each of the former discourses, different utilizations and interpretations of the meaning of 
Sustainability are detected, at times clearly serving as a mere marketing tool for the sector.  

Indeed, horizontal cooperation and vertical coordination are also different among extensive and 
intensive producers, with the latter appearing more prevalently in intensive and super-intensive 
systems (with the notable exceptions of a few well-organised and export-oriented quality and organic 
producers), whilst the former is more commonly detected for extensive, smaller and traditional farms 
and producers (and mainly implemented through local cooperatives, a vast network of which still 
persists in the region, and a few of which are still quite powerful in marketing terms).  

However, not only differences are found amongst both production models, but they also face some 
similar challenges, mainly related to the lack of professional human resources and the low levels of 
young farmers renewal and new entrants, although for different reasons. This then relates to future 
with trends over the past decade. This is despite the olive oil sector being much less public funding-
dependent than other traditional land-uses in the region (e.g. the silvo-pastoral Montado system), and 
thus being more financially resilient when compared to other competing crops and commodities.  
scenarios for the sector, which in most cases is foreseen as growing at a reduced pace when compared 
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