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FACT SHEET 

 
 
 

Converting from grapevines to olives 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

This factsheet provides information for grape growers considering transitioning a 

vineyard to growing table olives or olives for olive oil production. 

Considerations include ideal climate, site selection and preparation, planting material 

and different types of production systems. 

Requirements for soil, nutrient, water and irrigation and pest/disease management are 

included. The factsheet details recommended varieties, harvest and processing options, 

annual operational costs, current market prices and time required before a positive 

financial return on investment is achieved. 
 
BACKGROUND 

Olives (Olea europaea) originate in the hot and dry conditions of the Mediterranean. They 

are hardy perennial trees, able to withstand a large variation in temperature. Olives can 

be grown to be used for eating as table fruit or for olive oil production. 

 

SITE SELECTION 

Olives require a cold-cool winter for 

proper flowering and fruit development. 

Flat sites should be free draining as 

olives are intolerant of waterlogged soils. 

 

Compatibility of existing vineyard 

infrastructure:  
Existing drip irrigation systems are 80% 

compatible with olive production. Grape 

harvesters can be modified for super 

high-density olive systems. Row spacing 

of 3.35m (typical vineyard spacing) is too 

narrow for optimal olive machinery 

operations. Industry best practice 

recommends 3.6-5m spacing, with 4-5m 

preferred for operational flexibility and 

reduced management intensity. Fruit 

bins and handling equipment are directly 

transferable. 

 

Lag time and soil preparation:  

Allow 2-3 months between removing 

vines and planting olives. Soil requires 

deep ripping to 40-60cm depth. Soil 

testing is recommended to determine 

nutrient requirements, particularly for 

old vineyard sites where salt 

accumulation may have occurred 

outside historical wetted zones. Organic 

matter incorporation (10 tons/hectare 

recommended), gypsum addition and 

drainage improvement if required. 
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CLIMATE 

Temperature Requirements: 

Cool winters 1-18°C are essential for chill 

hour accumulation, followed by hot dry 

summers. 

Frost risk:  

High risk at flowering (September-

October) and harvest periods (April-

June). Frost damage can destroy entire 

crops during flowering and significantly 

reduce oil quality during harvest. 

Rainfall and water requirements: 

Annual rainfall: 500-800mm required 

without irrigation for optimal 

production. 

Riverland has 250mm annual rainfall 

and supplemental irrigation is essential. 

Drip irrigation is recommended for water 

use efficiency. 

 

IRRIGATION REQUIREMENTS 

Establishment (Years 1-4): 2.5-5 

ML/hectare  

Mature trees: 5-9.5 ML/hectare  
Peak demand: December-February 

(irrigation required daily during fruit 

development). 
Annual water requirement example: 

A 10-hectare mature olive grove requires 

50-95 ML annually in Riverland 

conditions, compared to 70-90 ML for 

wine grapes. The lower water 

requirement makes olives more 

sustainable in water-limited warmer 

climates. 

Regional considerations: 

Water requirements for Riverland olives 

are higher than southeastern regions 

due to hotter, drier conditions and 

irregular rainfall patterns. Individual 

irrigation consultation is essential, 

particularly for developing salt 

management strategies. 
 

 

SOIL AND NUTRIENTS 

Soil type:  
Well-drained sandy loam to clay loam 

soils preferred. 
Ideal pH: 6.5-8.0 (olives tolerate alkaline 

conditions better than grapes). 

Salinity tolerance:  
Greater salt tolerance than grapes. Field 

examples demonstrate successful 

production with 2,000-3,000 ppm 

salinity, with up to 4,000 ppm possible 

under proper management. 

Performance is superior in sandy soils 

with good drainage versus heavier soils 

where salt accumulates. Requires 

capacity to flush accumulated salts, 

especially during rain events. 
 
PRODUCTION SYSTEMS 

Traditional System  

(6-7m x 4-7m spacing) 

Density: 250 trees/hectare  
Establishment costs: $13,400/hectare  
Time to production: 6-8 years  
Yield potential: 8-12 tonnes/hectare 
Commercial considerations: Evaluate 

financial viability considering biennial 

bearing patterns where yields alternate 

between high and low production years. 
 

High-Density System  

(5-6m x 2-3m spacing) 

Density: 600 trees/hectare  
Establishment costs: $28,500/hectare  
Time to production: 4-6 years  
Upper yield range: 12-18 

tonnes/hectare 

Yield variability: Evaluate 

commerciality considering biennial 

bearing with some 5-tonne/hectare off-

years and >15 tonne/hectare on-years 

rather than expecting consistent 

average yields. 
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Super High-Density System 

(3.5-4m x 1.5m spacing) 

Density: 1,500 trees/hectare  

Establishment costs: $48,000/hectare 

(field experience indicates actual costs 

may reach $10,000/hectare for planting 

alone). 

Time to production: 3-4 years  
Upper yield range: 15-25 

tonnes/hectare (considered optimistic) 

Financial planning: Evaluate 

commerciality considering biennial 

bearing with some 5-tonne/hectare off-

years and >15 tonne/hectare on-years 

rather than consistent averages. This 

system requires the highest 

management skill level. 

 

HARVEST METHODS 

Traditional Harvesting 

Hand harvesting or vibrating shakers 

using pneumatic-powered actuators to 

vibrate fruit from trees. 

Mechanical Harvesting 

Over-tree harvesters: Canopy shaker 

systems (specialized harvesters cost 

$400-600K). Available to hire through 

contractors at $250/hour plus freight.  

Trunk shakers: Used commercially; 

require >4m spacing between trees for 

equipment access. 
Modified grape harvester: Existing 

grape harvesters can be adapted for 

super high-density systems. 

Modifications cost $30-50K per harvester 

and involve adjusting beater bars and 

collection systems. Available through 

agricultural machinery contractors. 

Suitable for tree heights up to 2.5m in 

super high-density plantings. 

 

PRODUCTION/PROCESSING 

Processing options: Growers can send 

fruit to processing facilities or process 

themselves with additional investment. 

Contract processing: Riverland facilities 

are planned in Loxton (within next 1 

year) and Waikerie (within next 5 years). 

Oil processing is available at Peake (Oasis 

Olives), Mypolonga (Rio Vista Olives), 

Diana Olives (Willunga, SA), Pendleton 

Olive Estate (Keith, SA) and others in the 

Adelaide region.  

Collection and transport: Industry 

preference is Nally bins or tipper truck 

delivery, though 4-tonne bins are used 

by some facilities. Standard grape 

picking bins are suitable for olives. 

Facility-specific requirements vary – for 

example Peake is set up for tipper truck 

delivery, Mypolonga for Nally bins. 
Time requirements: Table olives must 

be kept cool and processed within 24-48 

hours of harvest. Oil olives should ideally 

be processed within 6 hours to maximise 

oil quality and shelf life - each additional 

hour of delay reduces oil quality and 

market potential. 
Storage: Refrigeration is required for 

table olives but is only practical for small-

scale operations using 10kg boxes. 

Impractical for bulk bins due to slow heat 

transfer. Oil olives can be held briefly on-

farm in cool conditions, but quick 

processing is best. 

 

VARIETIES  

Oil Production: 

Arbequina: 16-20% oil yield, annual 

bearing, compact, ideal for high-density 

Arbosana: 16-20% oil, spicy oil profile, 

good for high-density systems 

Koroneiki: 20-25% oil, premium quality, 

can be biennial 

Frantoio: 18-22% oil, excellent quality, 

frost sensitive 

Picual: 20-24% oil, high vigour, disease 

resistant 

Barnea: 18-22% oil, tolerates salinity and 

drought, susceptible to olive knot 
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(Pseudomonas savastanoi). Removed 

from some Australian operations due to 

olive knot problems but is still productive 

in parts of South Australia.  

Coratina: 18-22% oil, robust variety, good 

for blending 

FS17: 18-22% oil yield, developed 

specifically for super high-density 

systems, grape harvester compatible. 

May require pollinators despite partial 

self-fertility. 
 
Table Olives: 

Manzanilla: Medium-large fruit, reliable 

producer 

Kalamata: Large fruit, premium price, 

brine processing 

Barouni: Large fruit, table olive variety 

 

Dual Purpose Olives: 

Hojiblanca: Versatile variety. 

 

Pollination Requirements: 

Primary mechanism is wind pollination. 

Not bee-dependent (an advantage over 

almonds). Rule of thumb: 30-meter 

maximum distance to pollinator 

varieties. Recommended and typical 

approach: every 10th row as pollinator 

row or blocks of 10 rows single variety, 

then 10 rows different variety. Single-

variety blocks benefit from variety-

specific irrigation management. 

 
 
PROPAGATION/PLANTING MATERIAL 

Availability: Trees available from 

specialized nurseries with 12–18-month 

lead times for large orders. Primary 

suppliers include Agromillora (Mildura, 

Victoria), Modern Olives (Lara, Victoria), 

Lewis Nurseries (Virginia, SA).  

Note: Movement of olive trees from 

inter-state suppliers into South Australia 

requires compliance with biosecurity 

protocols, including Plant Health 

Certificates and Phylloxera Exclusion 

Zone (PEZ) requirements. 

Rootstock: Most varieties grown on their 

own roots from cuttings. Grafted trees 

required when propagation is difficult, 

such as for Kalamata. 
Planting: Hand planting preferred. Trees 

supplied as 30cm-1m height depending 

on system. Individual tree stakes and 

support are required for establishment. 
Vineyard rows: Can utilize existing 

vineyard row orientation, though North-

South orientation is preferred for 

optimal light distribution. 

 

ANNUAL COSTS  

Mature orchard - Cost per hectare 

 

Comparison to vineyard costs:  

Olive production requires 30-40% less 

annual labour than wine grapes due to 

different seasonal patterns. Water costs 

are comparable to or lower than grapes 

in Riverland conditions (olives 5-9.5 

ML/hectare vs grapes 7-9 ML/hectare). 

Overall operating costs are similar to 

wine grape production but with higher 

revenue potential.  

 

 

Item Traditional High-

Density 

Super 

High-

Density 

Water & 

irrigation 

$2,000 $2,250 $2,500 

Fertilizer $600 $800 $1,000 

Pruning $400 $800 $1,200 

Harvest $800 $1,200 $1,600 

Other $650 $850 $1,050 

Total $4,450 $5,900 $7,350 
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Labour costs: 

Olives require less labour than grapes 

overall. Peak labour periods differ olive 

harvest (April-June) vs grape harvest 

(February-April). Pruning skills are similar 

to vineyard management. Specialized 

olive pruning contractors available at $3-

6 per tree. No grafting required as most 

varieties are grown on own roots. 

 

MARKETS 

Sales channels: Growers can sell fresh 

fruit to processors under contract 

arrangements. Direct sales to consumers 

is possible for processed products. Bulk 

oil sales are possible to distributors. 

Export opportunities through 

established processors. 

Processors: Multiple processing facilities 

are available including cooperative 

models and private processors. Contract 

terms typically 7-10 years with annual 

price reviews. 
Brokers/distributors: Established olive 

oil companies purchase bulk product 

from processors. Some processors 

handle marketing directly to retail 

chains. 

 

ANNUAL RETURN 

Current market prices: 

Olive Oil: $700-1,200/tonne fresh fruit 

Table Olives: $2,500-4,500/tonne fresh 

fruit. 

 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY  

High-Density System – 10 hectares 

Years 1-3: Establishment $285,000. 

Income $0 until trees 3-4 years old. 

Years 4-6: Annual costs $59,000. 

Revenue $45,000-90,000. 

Year 7+: Annual costs $59,000.  

Revenue $135,000-180,000 

Net profit (mature): $76,000-121,000 

annually. 

Assumptions: 12 tonnes/hectare yield, 

$950/tonne average price, includes all 

establishment and operating costs. 
Critical Planning Note: Business plans 

must account for biennial bearing. 

Budget for 5-tonne/hectare in low years 

rather than expecting consistent 

averages. Olive production rarely 

achieves average annual yields; typically 

yield is either off-year or on-year. 

 
KEY CHALLENGES 

Frost damage can destroy entire crops 

during flowering and damage fruit 

drastically reducing oil quality during 

harvest periods. 

Groves can be impacted by extreme 

weather events including heatwaves or 

hail. 

Alternate bearing – natural tendency of 

olive trees for on-year, off-year cycle. 

This requires conservative financial 

planning. Skilled canopy management 

may reduce this natural habit of olive 

trees. Varieties vary in their biennial 

tendencies. If a crop is missed due to a 

frost event at flowering time, the 

following crop will tend to be on, next 

one off and so on. This characteristic of 

olive trees is a common subject of 

discussion at industry field days and 

seminars. 

Processing must be soon after harvest - 

quality degrades quicky after harvesting. 

 

PEST AND DISEASE MANAGEMENT 

Common pests: Olive lace bug, scale 

insects, small black beetles (Christmas 

beetle-like), fox damage to irrigation 

systems. 

Disease Risk: Peacock spot, 

anthracnose.  
Management: Integrated approach 

using cultural practices, beneficial 
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insects, and targeted spraying when 

required.  

IPDM Fact sheets - Australian Olive 

Association 
(https://australianolives.com.au/resources/
integrated-pest-disease-
management/ipdm-fact-sheets/) 
Australian standards:  

Extra virgin olive oil and other grades 

must meet Australian standards for 

quality and authenticity. 

Regulations:  
Food safety standards apply to 

processing facilities. Organic certification 

available with 3-year transition period. 
 

EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

Training available: 
• Australian Olive Association 

workshops 

• Olives South Australia field days 

• Olive Growers Victoria (more active 

than SA equivalents) - 30-40 active 

members with biannual workshops. 

Website: www.olivegrowersvic.org.au  

• Processor-provided technical support 

Extension information:  

Industry consultants, and processor 

agronomists provide ongoing technical 

support. 

 

FURTHER INFORMATION 

Australian Olive Association  

PO Box 309 PENDLE HILL NSW 2145 

Tel: (02) 9863 8735 Fax: (02) 9636 4971  

E-mail: 

secretariat@australianolives.com.au  

Website: www.australianolives.com.au 

 

Olives South Australia 

Olives South Australia Inc is the peak 

industry body representing olive growers 

in South Australia. 

Tel: 0414 315 137 

Website: 

https://olivessouthaustralia.org.au 

 

Olive Growers Victoria 

Website: www.olivegrowersvic.org.au 

 

NURSERY CONTACTS: 

Agromillora Australia  

149 Newton Avenue, Irymple VIC 3498  

Tel: (03) 5024 6312  

Email: sales.au@agromillora.com  

Website: www.agromillora.com 

Global leader in super high-density olive 

systems, primary supplier for clonal 

rootstocks and olive trees. 

Modern Olives  

151 Broderick Road, Lara VIC 3214  

Tel : (03) 5272 9500  

Email: info@modernolives.com.au 

Website: www.modernolives.com.au 

Lewis Nurseries  

GPO Box 768 Virginia SA 5120  

Tel: (08) 8380 9598 

Academic Contact: 

Prof. John Fielke  

University of South Australia  

65 Starcevich Road, Loxton  

Email: john.filkey@unisa.edu.au 

Contact - 0407676190 

Paul Miller 

Paul Miller and Associates 

Email: paul@oilmiller.com 

Tel : 0412 854974 
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DISCLAIMER 

This information is provided for guidance only and represents current industry 

knowledge. Individual circumstances vary and professional advice should be sought 

before making investment decisions. Financial projections are estimates based on 

current market conditions and may vary significantly. Many specifications are subject to 

individual farm variations. The CCW Coop Ltd accept no responsibility for decisions made 

based on this information. 
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