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Incorporating Agave into SA Riverland Farms

AgriFutures Australia, the Research and Development Corporation for
rural industries, has acknowledged Agave as an emerging agricultural
sector with a range of end uses and markets.

BACKGROUND

Agaves are tough, hardy, fireproof plants that have evolved in some of the toughest
environments in the world, surviving with minimum water and fertiliser on otherwise
non-productive land. The plantis increasingly being recognised as “climate change proof”.

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS:

Growing Agave is a long-term venture as the plants can take five to eight years to reach
maturity, so production relies on annual planting to ensure ongoing supply. Once mature,
the entire plant is harvested.

There are opportunities to derisk this slow return of capital investment, either through
contract growing or the harvest and sale of by-products.

THE MARKETS
Agave has exceptionally high sugar content, and these sugars are being converted into
several end products, including
e The established and fast-growing agave spirit market
e the production of highly nutritious animal feed
e the bioenergy market, providing biomass to industry to produce fuels such as
Sustainable Aviation Fuel (SAF)

Spirits: The demand for Agave spirit continues to rise at a rate higher than all other
spirits. Australian distillers are keen to access agave plant material to produce their own
fine spirits.

The iconic Tequilana, or “Blue Agave” is frost tender so options for the SA Riverland
include cold tolerant species E.g. Salmiana, Durangensis and Atrovirens, all of which are
in production in SA and the primary sources of pulque and Mezcal in Mexico.
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Biomass: The demand for Biomass for green fuel production will continue to rise as the
impact of climate change escalates.

Agave has the advantage of being available to harvest at any time of the year, i.e. it is not
seasonal. Establishing purpose grown, non-food competing, reliable sources of biomass
is imperative to produce a sustainable bioenergy industry.

Fodder/Silage: Under marginal conditions leaves can be harvested annually from the
third year until plant maturity at 6 to 9 yrs with a cumulative production of 600 - 800 kg
per plant. These leaves, after silage processing can be preserved for up to 24 months or
longer as a dry pellet.

GROWING AGAVE

Climate: The plant is adapted to arid and semi-arid areas with low humidity.

Soils: Agave plants thrive in well-drained soils with a pH of 5.5 to 7.5. Focus on tending to
the soil ensures healthy plant growth. Well composted grape marc or manure has been
used with success in SA trial sites.

Watering: These hardy perennial succulents utilise CAM (Crassulacean Acid Metabolism)
photosynthesis, able to withstand extreme temperature variations and drought. Young
plants will require regular irrigation until they reach a critical mass which varies according
to species and growing conditions but would be expected after 12 to 18 months in the
ground, after which their CAM metabolism and established root systems allow them to
survive on minimal water.

Weed control: Within row should be kept clear of weeds and consider mowing between
rows. Agaves are poor competitors due to their slow growth.

Pests/diseases: There have been no diseases observed in Australia to date but snails and
slugs cause minor damage. Agave leaf spines and thorns act as effective deterrents to
softmouthed native or feral animals. Note that agave snout weevil (Scyphophorus
acupunctatus) and agave virus diseases are present overseas but not in Australia. All plant
material should be obtained from sources which comply with biosecurity requirements
to maintain Australia's pest-free status.

Transition from grapes: Existing vineyard infrastructure can support agave production.
Existing vineyard infrastructure can support agave production. Existing drip irrigation
lines can be utilised for establishing young plants. Once plants mature (2-3 years),
irrigation requirements decrease significantly. The existing farm machinery and access
roads are suitable for agave cultivation and some aspects of harvesting operations.

CONTACTS:
Rachel Burton

Plant scientist & molecular biologist at Adelaide University
rachel.burton@adelaide.edu.au
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Jane Goodfellow

Agave Wholesaler for the spirit, biomass and fodder markets
Goodfellow Agave.

jane@goodfellowagave.com.au

Chris Dix

Broader spirits/winemaking sector and consulting
Hidden Trove Distilling

hiddentrove.com.au

0447009795

RESOURCES:

Australian Agave Association
www.australianagave.org

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. 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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