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Russia may freeze 
Turkish Stream 
gas Project
Gazprom 

Asian imports 
of Iranian oil 
plunge

OPEC to stay 
the course 
despite fears
of $20 oil

Briefs

Russia may halt work on the 
Turkish Stream gas pipeline project 
as part of a row with Ankara over 
the shooting down of a Russian Air 
Force jet, sources with Russian gas 
giant Gazprom said.

The Kremlin imposed sanctions 
on Turkey in retaliation for the 
Turkish Air Force shooting down 
the Russian jet on November 24th 
but the measures have not affected 
energy exports to Turkey, which are 
the core of their economic relation-
ship.

“We’re expecting that the head of 
state, in all likelihood, could declare 
a freezing of Turkish Stream, or 
at least that some kind of timeout 
should be announced,” said one 
Gazprom source, who spoke on 
condition of anonymity.

A second source in Gazprom, who 
also did not want to be identified, 
said: “We’re still hoping that Turk-
ish Stream will be pushed back by 
a few years, rather than completely 
cancelled.”
(Reuters)

Asian imports of Iranian oil fell to 
the lowest level in two years in Oc-
tober, as Iran’s biggest crude buyers 
held off from increasing purchases 
following a landmark agreement on 
Tehran’s disputed nuclear pro-
gramme in July.

Imports by Iran’s four biggest 
buyers — China, India, Japan and 
South Korea — came to 803,674 
barrels per day (bpd) in October, the 
lowest since October 2013 and down 
8.5% from a year ago, government 
and tanker-tracking data show.

Total imports by the top four 
Asian buyers have slumped since 
a peak of 1.205 million bpd in May 
and had held steady at about 1.02 
million bpd since July.

Tehran is running out of time to 
meet President Hassan Rohani’s 
target to have sanctions lifted by 
the end of the year.
(Reuters)

OPEC is determined to keep 
pumping oil vigorously despite the 
resulting financial strain even on 
the policy’s chief architect, Saudi 
Arabia, alarming weaker members 
who fear prices may slump towards 
$20 a barrel.

Any policy U-turn would be pos-
sible only if large producers outside 
the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC), nota-
bly Russia, were to join coordinated 
output cuts. While Moscow may 
consult OPEC oil ministers before 
their December 4th meeting, the 
chances of it helping to halt the 
price slide remain slim.

OPEC’s decision in November 
2014 to pump more oil and defend 
its market share against surging 
rival suppliers forced crude prices 
to near $65 per barrel. Six months 
later, it has hit $45, down from as 
much as $115 in the middle of 2014.
(Reuters)
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Tunisian olive oil production faces 
challenges at home and abroad
Tunis

T 

unisia’s 2015 olive oil 
harvest will not be at 
the level of the previous 
crop, which had made the 
North African country 

the second largest producer of 
olive oil in the world. However, this 
year’s production is still expected 
to keep Tunisia among the world’s 
top exporters.

“This year’s olive oil harvest is 
not as good as the one of last season 
but it is not catastrophic either,” 
said Abdelmajid Azzar, chairman 
of the farmers’ UTAP union.

“There is a decline in some olive 
oil producing regions and rise in 
other areas. That puts olive oil 
production this year at around 
200,000 tonnes.”

Tunisia’s olive oil exports 
account for 40% of its agricultural 
exports and 10% of total exports. 

That represents about 70% of all 
the olive oil the country produces.

Between 60-70% of Tunisia’s 
olive oil is exported to the European 
Union. Tunisian olive oil is also sold 
to more than 60 markets around 
the world, including the United 
States, Canada, France, Russia, 
China and a few Arab countries.

Tunisia in 2014 was second in 
global olive oil output when its 
yields reached 300,000 tonnes, a 
more than fourfold increase from 
the 70,000 tonnes harvested in 
2013. Spain’s production has been 
estimated at more than 600,000 
tonnes, making it the top world 
producer.

Spain and Italy together 
represent 70% of the world’s olive 
oil output but both countries 
have suffered relatively poor 
harvests recently because of 
weather conditions and olive fly 
infestations. Tunisia, on the other 
hand, has had exceptionally good 
yields.

As a result, olive oil prices soared, 
surpassing global inflation rate for 
packaged foods by 3.7% in 2014 
when Oil World reported that the 
price of Spanish extra virgin olive 
oil hit its highest level since April 
2006 — $4,272 a tonne.

“A very good olive oil production 
from the olive oil producing 
of (southern Tunisian) region 
Medenine has offset the fall in 

other traditional producing areas to 
give the country a not bad harvest 
this year,” said Azzar without 
estimating olive oil exports.

Tunisia, which has 80 million 
olive trees covering 1.8 million 
hectares — about one-third of 
its agricultural land — alternates 
bumper and poor harvests as most 
of its groves are not irrigated and 
rainfall can be inconsistent.

About 30,000 producers earn at 
least part of their revenues from 
olive production going through 
more than 1,700 mills.

The unexploited potential of the 
sector is high but Tunisian olive 
sector still faces many challenges. 
In great part, tree cultivation and 
olive gathering and processing 
rely on traditional methods. Non-
mechanised harvest operations 
guarantee employment for 
thousands of Tunisians but can 
damage the quality of the final 
product.

About 75% of Tunisian olive oil 
is exported in bulk. Italian and 
Spanish importers covet Tunisia’s 
relatively low-cost and easily 
blendable product, which they 
bottle and sell worldwide under 
Italian and Spanish labels. With the 
low international profile of its olive 
oil, Tunisia misses on the added 
value of bottled exports.

According to official Tunisian 
figures, the difference between the 

price of bulk and bottled olive oil is 
about 25% and the country has yet 
to find ways to recover that margin.

Experts also say quality 
protocols and modernisation of 
the production process are needed 
in order protect the quality of a 
production that is almost totally 
biological.

To help Tunisia weather the 
adverse economic fallout of 
terrorist incidents of March and 
June, the European Union raised 
its annual duty-free quota for the 
import of Tunisian olive oil from 
57,600 to 92,000 tonnes for a two-
year period, starting January 2016. 
Although the move was welcomed 
in Tunisia as a needed gesture, it 
was strongly criticised by European 
olive oil producers.

Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran 
former Reuters journalist. He has 
covered North Africa for decades 
and is based in Tunis. 
Aldo Pesce is a freelance writer 
based in Italy. He reported from 
Bari, Italy.

40%
of Tunisia’s 
agricultural exports 
are in olive oil.

This year’s 
production is still 
expected to keep 
Tunisia among the 
world’s top 
exporters.

A woman harvests olives in the village of Mornag, near Tunis, on November 6th. The olive harvest season in Tunisia begins in late 
October.
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