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Welcome to the 15th edition of the Enza Zaden ‘The
Partnership’ magazine!
One of the most fascinating aspects of the
international presence of Enza Zaden around the globe
is its enormous diversity of customers. The way how
they operate, their size, whether or not organised in
groups or conglomerates, and their often very specific
product wishes and demands. As Enza Zaden we sell
our seeds not only to large, multimillion euro/dollar
vegetable producing companies, but our seeds also
reach smaller, individual growers on their 500 m² plots
(and everything in-between).
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By plane or bike
consolidation within the vegetable production industry
has become apparent: a structural lack of (qualified)
labour.
Further mechanisation and automation of all
necessary activities in producing a high value
vegetable crop will be an absolute must. This will for
sure change vegetable product models and therefore
our vegetable variety development programmes, but
Enza Zaden will be able to deliver – either by plane,
bike or drone.
Joep Lambalk
Chief Scientific Officer Enza Zaden

Some seeds are delivered by piece, others by metric
ton either by plane or by bike. This requires a great
deal of expertise and flexibility within our organisation
in order to supply our highly valued vegetable product
portfolio in an ever more complex global market.
What will the future bring? More and more
consolidation of vegetable producers? Less but bigger
sized growers? Also in the developing markets, for
instance, in Eastern Europe and South East Asia?
Probably yes! It means that until 2050 fewer people
will be responsible for 50% more food production on
less available arable land in order to feed – the
expected – 10 billion people. An enormous challenge
and responsibility.
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In order to make this happen, more resilient and
productive vegetable varieties are compulsory
together with more advanced growing technologies.
For instance, specifically developed F1 hybrids for
protected cropping under (sub) tropical conditions? A
more than possible change for this enormous market.
In the last few years, the counter side of further
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Only 10% of the global onion production cross borders. We
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Three countries account for more than a quarter of the global
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Building on product experience and growth together
The Mexican-American company Wilson Produce
knows all about marketing the sweet mini peppers. How
Mighty Minis have become a huge success and how a
remarkable collaboration has contributed to this.
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Successful with melons
‘Mike’s Melons’ is a brand that distinguishes itself in taste and
quality. An insight how years of collaboration has contributed
to the company’s success.
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Gearing up for future circumstances
Huh, abiotic stress factors? What are those? Knowledge in this
field is essential to develop the varieties of tomorrow. And we
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Henk Haitsma, former director of Vitalis Organic Seeds, is
passionate about organic products and writes why he is
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Opportunities for diversity: summer squash
Why is the summer squash portfolio so broad? Well, to create
options for the customers and to make the varieties adaptable
to specific conditions.
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Product

Opportunities
for diversity:

Tapered

Zucchini

Bulbous

Grey Mexican

Greyzini

summer
squash
The summer squash is very diverse, both
as far as growing conditions and market
conditions are concerned. One market
wants dark green, cylindrical fruits. The
other market wants striped fruits, or
a smaller size, like the South African
market. And where one area grows the
summer squash in a warm, dry climate,
the other wants to grow the plant in a
humid environment.
“For this reason, we have invested heavily in recent years in even
more different regions where we can conduct our trials,” explains
Crop Breeding Manager Jolanda Kouters. She has been working in
summer squash breeding for many years and has seen the market
grow in recent years. This is partially due to the fact that the vegetable
has become more popular outside the traditional region of the
Mediterranean and in particular Italy. The product also fits into the
current trends: it is quick to prepare and is a ‘smart food’ with plenty
of options. These include summer squash noodles – the so-called
courgetti or zoodles – as a healthy alternative to pasta. Summer
squash is now also a basic ingredient for an alternative pizza base.
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Tapered

Zucchini
Zucchini
Zucchini

Tapered
Tapered

Grey
Mexican

Greyzini

Tapered

Tapered

Bulbous

Greyzini
Zucchini
Zucchini
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Balance

Market wishes

In contrast to the greenhouse crops, the soil plays an important
role in open field crops, such as summer squash. “A good balance
between plant and fruit is essential. This is why, when assessing
new varieties, we strongly focus on the plant instead of just the
fruits”. The summer squash is also a very sensitive crop, with
small differences in the environment having a major impact on the
balance between plant and fruit. Each area therefore requires
genetically different plants tailored to the specific environmental
factors.

And the market itself, has it seen many changes in recent years?
Hollar explains that the market has remained fairly constant in general. However, the requirements for fruit quality have been raised
considerably. “It is also striking to note that consumers appreciate
shiny, firm fruits that are darker in colour. And this does not only
apply to zucchini, but also to the other types such as tapered and
the Grey Mexican.”

Resistance

Observing plants in a screening trial of Romanesco and
Greyzini types. Latina, Italy

Flexibility
Kouters mentions that the growth that she is witnessing in the
product is also due to the broad portfolio that Enza Zaden offers.
She is referring not only to the various types worldwide, but also
to the wide range of varieties that are tailored to the different
growing conditions. “We want to develop more varieties for
different climatological conditions, such as the desert, a humid
climate or specific soil types. We serve the market better if the
product can be grown in a range of locations.” In addition, she
mentions that a range of varieties for specific conditions also
offers a lot of flexibility. For example, it provides the option to
have various sowing periods.

A good example of this is the increasing and expanding disease
burden in the field. In the past, the main pathogen was the
Potyvirus, but the white fly-transmitted Geminivirus is increasingly
becoming a problem. “Some viruses cause so much damage that
an intermediate resistance can make the difference between
having fruits on the plant or not. Solely for this reason we have
doubled the number of locations worldwide where we perform
local screenings. As a result, we can focus especially on
resistances in the breeding programme.”

Partnership
“It is up to us to create options for our customers,” adds Portfolio
Manager Cody Hollar. “In order to determine what those options
have to be in terms of adaptable squash varieties, the cooperation
between Sales, R&D, and our distributing partners is very
important. We need each other even more for a good mutual
understanding. And we need to work together constantly to
achieve the best results. That is why we create more trials for
testing new hybrids and often visit these screenings together.”
When possible, an Enza Zaden product specialist is present in
order to give attention to this product selection process and link
all of these people together.

The market demand differs greatly all over the world, from
tapered to cylindrical and from striped to dark green. A large
portion of the total global market is dominated by the
cylindrical zucchini type. This type is available in Europe, in
North America, and other continents.
Tapered squash is the other type with broad global appeal. In
contrast to zucchini it has a whiter/light green colour, is usually
shorter, and tapers more. In other words, the end of the fruit
by the stem may be slimmer while the blossom end may have
similar diameter to a zucchini. But don’t let these compact
fruits with generally lower weight fool you: they are just as
versatile and appealing to use in traditional and modern recipes
alike.

“We are seeing
growth for our
customers.”

This broad portfolio is unique and Enza Zaden would like to
expand this range even further in the coming years. With relatively
new programmes to deliver types such as the Greyzini and the
Grey Mexican, but also in the field of plant characteristics.
Kouters: “To achieve this, we are going to focus even more on the
local conditions. Instead of testing existing varieties in other
areas, we will focus from the very start of the development
process on the specific details of local conditions. Searching for
solutions to the local challenges is our motto in this.”

Squash family
While there are already several more types of summer squash
highlighted in this article, the squash family is even larger than
you might think. From a broader perspective, there are even
three major species covering summer and winter squashes
(several of which are classified as pumpkin).

Cucumis

= Melon

These tapered squashes grow in markets all the way from the
Mediterranean area (on all sides), up to Eastern Europe,
through the Middle East, and in many parts of Asia. ‘Zucchini
continents’ like the Americas and Europe tend to have some
tapered varieties mixed in as well. “We have solidified our
squash portfolio in this type already and we are seeing growth
for our customers that should continue nicely in the coming
years,” according to Portfolio Manager Cody Hollar.

The future

Of course, one market is not the same as the other. In some
countries there is a strong focus on ‘locally grown’ products, with
each product being labelled or packaged in its own way. Another
market may focus primarily on organic. In another region they
might demand products that are so fresh that the flower is still attached to the fruit to give it extra allure. In Italy, the male flowers
– without the fruit – are even available in stores for consumption.

Melo

The tapered range

Hollar: “The way in which summer squash is sold worldwide is
just as varied as the ways in which it is processed: fresh, deep
frozen, in slices, in blocks, pureed, or – as previously mentioned –
as noodles.”

Although some summer and winter squashes are closely linked
genetically, what really sets them apart is the stage at harvest
due to the consumption preference in the market. Summer
squash is harvested as an immature fruit, meaning that the
seeds and shell have not fully formed.

Cucurbita

Citrillus

Sativus

Lanatus

= Cucumber

= Watermelon

Mixta (argyrosperma)

Zucchini (courgette)
Tapered / bulbous
Greyzini / Romanesco
Grey Mexican
Various yellow
Round / Gem
others

Pepo

Maxima
Halloween
Spaghetti
Acorn
others

Red
Grey
Kabocha
others

Moschata

Butternut
Kent
Musqué
others

Squash
Summer

Winter

Cody Hollar
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Red, round radish occupies a modest position on the
ranking list of most popular vegetables. However, in
Ukraine, Poland and Russia these small, crispy tubers
with a fresh-spicy flavour are extremely popular. So
popular even, that these countries account for more
than a quarter of the global consumption.

The radish is also an important product for Enza Zaden, explains
Regional Sales Director Oleg Gladouniak. The native Ukrainian is
responsible for the sale of seeds in Poland and all the former
Soviet republics, except the Baltic states and supplemented by
Afghanistan. He concludes that the red, round radish occupies a
firm position on the menu in at least three countries within this
vast area.
“If you look at the consumption per capita then Russia, Poland
and Ukraine tower above the other countries,” he says. “That is
no wonder, when the combined 225 million inhabitants – about
4% of the global population – represent more than 25% of the
global consumption. And that share is still increasing, even
though the population is barely expanding.”
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Hybrids are gaining ground
Portfolio Manager Rudi Jock from the Pfalz in Germany – the main
centre for the cultivation (approx. 3,000 ha) and breeding of radish
in Europe – and Marketing & Sales Manager Jacek Malinowski of
Enza Zaden Poland also see that there is still growth potential in
Eastern Europe and Russia. Not least because increasing numbers
of growers in Russia and Ukraine are switching from traditional
open pollinated varieties to hybrid varieties. “Poland has already
made this transition,” according to Malinowski. “Hybrid varieties
are more productive and more uniform, have resistances against
important diseases and therefore produce a more reliable, more
predictable growing result. This predictability is becoming
increasingly important.”

Markets

Radish rules
in Poland,
Russia and
Ukraine

“An emerging
market
segment is
the pre-cut
radish product.”
Oleg Gladouniak

A good, predictable yield of high quality has become a dominant
factor in the choice of varieties by growers. Customers – mainly
supermarkets and vegetable processors such as cutting facilities
– demand certainty about the quality and supply of fresh
products. Hybrids offer a higher degree of certainty and a much
higher uniformity, allowing nearly a 100% product harvestability.
In addition, growers are investing in more modern growing
systems, such as foil greenhouses. Both factors have resulted in a
higher yield per square metre and extension of the growing
season. As a result, fresh radish is available at a reasonable price
from early spring to late autumn. According to Jock, this is
particularly important in the spring, when East Europeans look
forward to fresh vegetables grown on home soil after a long, cold

winter. Due to its short growing time, radish is the first vegetable
to become available and is therefore seen as a real harbinger of
spring.

Market segments
Following the example set by Western Europe and North America,
a further segmentation of the fresh produce section is taking
place in Poland, Russia and Ukraine. In addition to the manually
harvested bunches of radish with leaves, increasing numbers of
stores are selling transparent bags of loose radishes. In addition,
radish is a popular ingredient in pre-packaged, ready-to-use,
mixed salads in these countries. The radish is benefiting from the
growing middle class who can afford slightly more expensive
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convenience products and the steady increase in the number of
supermarkets where these products are available all year round.

physical yield due to the large bulbs. “However, Celesta is the
favourite for the higher market segment,” according to Jock.

“We are seeing an increasing variety of packaging and product
applications,” says Gladouniak. “An emerging market segment is
the pre-cut radish product. Of course this is closely associated
with the increased demand for ready-to-use mixed salads and raw
vegetables.”
Working with pre-cut radish places high demands on the initial
quality and uniformity of the product and also on the shelf life of
the slices, which need to retain their bite and flavour for about a
week. The packaging and the conditions in the packaging –
preferably low in oxygen – also play an important role. Enza Zaden
has been investing in post-harvest research for many years, to
select the best varieties for this critical market segment and to
best meet the needs of growers and vegetable processors and
supermarkets.

“Yes, it is a unique variety,” adds breeder Andrea Schieder. “The
bulb is very resistant to tearing under cold and wet conditions in
the spring and the autumn and the skin remains intact at high
temperatures in the summer. We saw this again this last year,
during the long, extremely warm summer in Europe. Other
advantages of Celesta include that it is very resistant to Downy
Mildew and produces a reliable round bulb shape with a fine root.
The bulbs and the compact leaves also retain freshness during
brief storage and transport. It is hard for a breeder to find a better
variety than Celesta, even for myself. It is a true all-rounder.”

Game changer Celesta
There is one variety that has had a global influence on the
cultivation and sales of round, red radish in the last fifteen years.
“Celesta has proven to be a real game changer,” says Rudi Jock.
“It was selected about seventeen years ago in Germany and
immediately made a good impression in trials of different
varieties. I cannot think of any other example of a radish variety
that has dominated for such a long time and is still gaining in
popularity. I would estimate that roughly 70% of all radish of the
red-round type grown in Germany for the important spring/
autumn segment is Celesta. And this percentage continues to
increase. You can sow it from early to late in the season and the
growing result – and the product quality – is always predictably
good.”

A wide range is essential
Nevertheless, according to Jock, it remains important to offer a
wide range, so that breeders can always make the best choice
regardless of the season, the current climate and the growing
methods. “That also applies to Poland, Ukraine and Russia. In
addition to outdoor cultivation, the radish is also grown under

small plastic tunnels, in foil greenhouses and – on a small scale
– under glass. In the case of bunched radish, you need to be extra
critical about leaf characteristics, such as compactness,
sturdiness and retaining freshness and colour after the harvest.
Other features are important for radishes that are packaged as
loose bulbs or destined for cutting facilities. And bulbs that are
going to be harvested mechanically need to have a slightly thicker
skin to withstand the process. This means that there are many
considerations that play a role in the composition of our
portfolio.”
Andrea Schieder: “I am never bored due to the variation in
growing methods and applications. You could say that resistances
and disease tolerances are a must in modern hybrids, for example
against Downy Mildew and Fusarium. In that context, it is also
good that we breed our radishes in the Pfalz. This is the largest
uninterrupted growing area for radish in the world and therefore
also has a relatively high disease burden. If a new variety
performs well there, then you can trust it to perform well
anywhere.”

Guidance
Malinowski remarks that it is common for Enza Zaden to support
growers, so that they can get the best out of their crop and
variety. “I consider this an essential part of our added value, to
offer customers good information about the growing properties of
varieties and about new developments. This is why I like to take
them along to variety trials and demonstrations. The radish market
is constantly changing and it is important for growers to be well
informed.”
“Even though radishes are small, I think they are a very sexy
product,” Schieder concludes. “A company that really conveys
this message well is the Dutch-Italian radish specialist Ortolanda.
They are on track with both their cultivation and marketing.
Growers in Poland, Ukraine and Russia should definitely take a
look at this company’s website. It will definitely inspire them to go
for top quality and continue following the growth path.”

As a result, Celesta occupies a firm first place in most other
countries as well. This also goes for Poland for instance, where it
is grown both for the home market and increasingly for export.
Celesta now also occupies a significant market share in Ukraine
and Russia. Vienna, the variety that came out of the same series,
is also still very popular there, because it can produce a high

“Celesta has
proven to be a real
game changer.”
Rudi Jock
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Harvesting and bunching radish in the large radish production area Krasnodar, Russia.
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successful with melons
Agropecuaria Montelibano, the flagship of Grupo Agrolibano from Honduras, is a large melon
producer. Annually they grow more than 3,000 ha of melons of different types. Since 2010,
cultivation manager Oscar Molina has been working with Enza Zaden on a range that allows
‘Mike’s Melons’ to distinguish itself even further.

In 1979, Miguel (Mike) Molina started farming melons for North
America on 15 ha in the San Lorenzo Valley. In addition to
business opportunities, the enthusiastic entrepreneur saw
possibilities to create job opportunities and a more prosperous
future in this poor region on the Pacific south coast of Honduras.
Both these thoughts turned out to be correct.
After four years of growing for an intermediary, Miguel took
matters into his own hands and Agropecuaria Montelibano sent
its first shipment of melons under its own brand ‘Mike’s Melons’.
It was the start of a sometimes difficult, but steady growth
process, that was supported by hard work, innovation and the
desire to excel on all fronts.

Growing for a global market
Some 40 years after the start, Agropecuaria Montelibano is now
one of the major melon producers in the world. The growing
company measuring 3,000 ha, now being led by son Oscar Molina
and his sister Alejandra, offers work to 500 permanent employees
and a large number of seasonal employees in the peak times
surrounding planting and harvesting. From December through to
the end of May, millions of melons in six melon types – Fully
Netted Cantaloupe and Italian Cantaloupe, Galia, Honeydew
(White & Yellow) and Piel de Sapo – are shipped to buyers and
consumers in North America, Europe, Asia and the Middle East.
Agronomist Oscar Molina is the man ensuring that this cultivation
runs smoothly. Respect for people and the natural environment

are key to him. “We use as few pesticides as possible, recirculate
a large portion of our irrigation water and the fertilizers in this
water and we consciously invest in maintaining soil fertility,” he
explains. “If you feed the soil in the right way, this results in a
stronger and healthier crop, which means we can harvest melons
of a better quality. Sustainable soil and water management are
rightfully receiving more attention on a global scale. These are the
preconditions to continuing to provide the expanding global
population with sufficient, healthy and high-quality food.”
An interesting detail is that the success of the melon cultivation
depends partially on natural pollination by bees. Due to the
enormous growing area and the need to have bees present on a
permanent basis during the growing season, Agropecuaria
Montelibano employs beekeepers to care for these hard-working
insects. In addition to top-quality melons, this also provides large
quantities of honey, which the company sells as a natural byproduct.

Eight years of collaboration
In 2010, Molina was approached by Enza Zaden, which had a
number of interesting new varieties in its selection programme at
the time. “We are always open to improvement and innovation,”
says the cultivation manager. “We aim to achieve not only
continuous improvement of our product range, but also to
establish collaborations with suppliers and buyers that can
strengthen our market position. I recognised this drive at
Enza Zaden and this formed a good foundation for a partnership.”

Konquista
One of the main varieties that has been selected from the trials at
the company, Konquista – a variety of the Italian Cantaloupe –
really distinguished itself. “It is a strong, healthy plant that
produces fruits of excellent quality,” according to Molina.
“Konquista combines a reliable high production with beautiful,
uniform fruits that contain a lot of sugar and aromatic compounds
and also have a very long shelf life. Of course, this last aspect is
essential when the product has a journey of three to four weeks to
complete before it reaches a consumer’s table in Europe. In the
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past this often meant that you had to compromise on flavour, but
that is not the case with Konquista. It is a really sweet flavour
bomb. This was a major step forward in this regard. In order to
distinguish ourselves from other producers in Latin America, we
thought it best if we could cultivate this variety exclusively.”
Once both parties established a mutual commitment, Molina has
steadily expanded the acreage of Konquista to about 160 ha in
2018. “Next year this will probably be even bigger, because many
customers are specifically demanding this variety.”

Prolonged selection process
Enza Zaden now also has several other varieties within this same
crop that could bolster the range at Agropecuaria Montelibano.
Kazta and Kapaz have been included in the trials of the company
for several years and have now been promoted to the semicommercial stage. In both cases, this means that the Honduran
melon producer is growing over 20 ha, so that several buyers can
be introduced to this product.
“We have also included varieties of other crop types by
Enza Zaden, but these are still in the early assessment phase. We
never rush into things and a variety needs to perform well several
years in a row before we start growing it on a larger scale. Mike’s
Melons and in particular our newer high-end label Mike’s Best

guarantee quality and we do not want to make any mistakes
that could harm our image. Konquista has also completed this
rigorous selection process.”

Lots of travelling
As the person ultimately responsible for cultivation, Molina
spends a large part of the year at the company. Nevertheless, he
likes to make time for mostly foreign visits to trade fairs, field
trials, research institutes and seed companies. “You need to get
out and about to find new varieties and developments. If you
focus inward too much, you get left behind and that is exactly
what we do not want.”
The cultivation manager says that he greatly appreciates the
support and commitment that he experiences from Enza Zaden.
“The people are very willing to listen and share knowledge. As
Key Account Manager, Miguel Salinas Torres is my first point of
contact, but I also have personal contact with melon breeder
Dominique Chambeyron and other employees all over the
world. To me, this accessibility and commitment are typical of
Enza Zaden. They really need to ensure that this stays this way,
because the better a customer and supplier understand each
other, the quicker and more effectively you can achieve
improvements. I think this is what has made us big, each in our
own way.”

Building for sustainable
welfare
Agropecuaria Montelibano is the oldest and largest part of
Grupo Agrolibano, a family of successful companies built
under the inspired leadership of Miguel Molina.
The shrimp farm Industria Camaronera del Sur was founded
in 1991. This now covers 157 ha of aquaculture, with two
breeding cycles per year. This produces over 850 tonnes of
shrimp, which are primarily sold in Asia and Europe.
Ornamentales del Valle was established seven years later,
which specialises in the cultivation of leatherleaf ferns. This
ornamental company comprises 45 ha of shade rooms and
exports a container full of ferns to Europe every week.
Bosques Cuyamapa, the last offshoot - for the time being
- was founded in 2003. In contrast to the sister companies,
this sustainable forestry company is located in Catacamas in
the eastern interior region, where the circumstances are ideal
for the 197 ha teak plantation and 27 ha of other types of
hardwood, such as Mahogany, Kaya, San Juan, Eucalyptus
and Carreto.

Harvesting Italian Cantaloupe melon Konquista, a variety that have
Montelibano and Enza Zaden further grow together as partners in
the future.

What binds this agricultural family of companies is the
ongoing care for people and their natural environment. Based
on these principles, Group Agrolibano creates sustainable job
opportunities, prosperity and development in areas where
this is extremely welcome. In order to carry out this mission
on a broader scale, all of the companies contribute 5% of
their profits to the Fundacion Agrolibano. This non-profit
organisation develops and funds concrete projects in
healthcare, education and social development for local
communities in the surrounding area.
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Agropecuaria Montelibano

...Melon?

...Tomatoes?

• Every single part of a pumpkin is edible; you can eat the
skin, leaves, flowers, pulp, seeds and even the stem!

90% water.

• Pumpkins are
One cup of canned pumpkin only has
83 calories and only half a gram of fat.
In comparison, the same serving size
of sweet potato has triple the calories.
• The name pumpkin comes from the Greek word ‘pepon’,
meaning ‘large melon’. It wasn't until the 17th century
that they were first referred to as pumpkins.

• Ancient Egyptians cultivated melons 2000 years BC.

• Yubari King melons are the most
expensive melons in the world.
They are known for a uniquely sweet
flavour and grow only in a small
region of Japan, making them highly
coveted.
• The cantaloupe was first
cultivated in the 1700s,
in the Italian papal village
of Cantalup.

sweet pepper contains more
vitamin C than an orange.
•A

• Tomato flavour comes
from a mix of plant
chemistry and garden
variables such as
temperature, sun, rain and
soil type.
• The cold air in the fridge
blocks the tomato flavour.
Word to the wise: keep
your tomatoes out on the
counter if you want them
to taste good and retain
their wonderful texture.

• Pretty much almost all tomato
varieties are red although other
colours are possible including

green, yellow, orange, pink,
black, brown, white, and purple.
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• Some people believe the
seeds of hot pepper are the
spiciest part, but it’s actually
the flesh near them that sets
your tongue on fire.
• While capsaicin may
burn and irritate the flesh
of mammals, birds are
completely immune to its
effects.

Interesting, isn't it?
Our post-harvest researchers are working all day on collecting information
about taste, shelf life, fresh cut quality, nutrition and chill tolerance. And we
use the data they collect to improve our products. Want to know more?
Visit us at the Fruit Logistica in Berlin. While enjoying some great bites,
prepared by our chef René, we give you insight in the data we collect about
our products and how we use this in our product development. We would like
to discuss how this can help you to choose the right product for your market.

Let’s meet
in Berlin!
(Hall 1.2,
booth C-07)
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In focus

Did you know these
3 things about...

...Sweet and
...Pumpkin? Hot Pepper?

Marketing

Where do
onions
travel to?
The world’s largest onion exporters? They are India, China, Egypt and the
Netherlands. But this is all relative; only ten percent of the total onion harvest
worldwide is destined for export. In other words, nearly all onions do not
cross any borders and are intended for local use. The Netherlands forms an
exception, as 90 percent of their harvest is exported. But what about the total
border crossings of more than 7,000,000 tonnes of onions?

Onions getting ready for transport in Brazil.

In some parts of the world the onion is considered a so-called
‘staple food’, a vegetable that is on the menu on a daily basis.
Examples include North and Central African countries, India,
countries in Eastern Europe and South America. And this can
result in a shortage during certain parts of the year. For example,
Brazil experiences a shortage from March through to May. “When
these gaps occur, the price for local onions goes through the
roof,” explains Portfolio Manager Lászlo Gajdos. “For these
markets it is worth looking into the options of importing onions.
Firstly, this is a product that can easily be transported over long
distances due to its shelf life. Secondly, it is also very suitable for
mechanical harvesting and this is already happening in large parts
of the world. The onions from these export regions are generally
favourable priced.”

The most important flows
Let’s have a look at the major exporters and the markets that they
serve. We see that India exports a large part of its onion harvest
– 80% are red onions – to Malaysia, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Sri
Lanka, Nepal and the Philippines. A large share is also exported to
the eastern part of the Middle East.
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China focuses mainly on Japan, Vietnam and the Philippines. In
addition, a large share is also exported to East Africa. Gajdos: “But
not to West Africa, because countries such as Mauritania,
Senegal, Guinea and Ivory Coast depend on the Netherlands for
the importation of onions.” Yet there are plenty of opportunities in
this region to produce enough onions for their own market.
According to Technical Manager Kingsley Ngwa Muyo, the
shortages in West Africa can easily be solved by knowledge,
improved technology and good hybrid varieties. “Good irrigation
systems are necessary, as is the knowledge to get the best out of
a good variety. In the past, we have seen what a difference good
genetics can make at a local level in Kenya, Uganda and Ethiopia.
And now we are seeing this in Niger too. They already export 80%
of their onion harvest within West Africa and there is an
enormous potential for the other countries in this region to
increase their self-sufficiency rate. However, they still need to take
steps in terms of yield and logistics. This means investing in
hybrid varieties, which is not yet common practice in West Africa.
But this will happen in the longer term.”
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America
America is largely self-sufficient. They have enough storage
capacity to meet the demand for onions all year round. Brazil is
the only country that has a shortage for three months of the year,
which is solved by exports from the Netherlands and Argentina.
In North America there is a clear collaboration between the USA,
Canada and Mexico. Various American onion farmers have
established their production stations in Mexico in order to
produce onions more cheaply. The product is exported to the USA
from here. In addition, the USA also exports onions to Canada.
The main production areas for onions in the USA – states such as
Washington and Oregon – are ideally located for this.

Processed product
Most of the onions that are exported leave as a whole product.
However, the onions that China exports to Japan are often precut. And Poland also often exports processed onions, particularly
to North-Western Europe. This is the result of the convenience
trend. Gajdos: “The onions are pre-cut and transported on ice.
Pre-cut onions still have a shelf life of about two months. This
export is growing strongly due to the continuous growth in
demand for convenience, particularly in the USA and NorthWestern Europe. The Netherlands now even exports onions to
Poland, where the onions are cut and then transported back
across the border. This is done purely from a cost point of view.”

Market demand
We see that only the basic onions are present in developing
countries, usually only one of the colours. The richer the countries
become, the higher their demands. What do these markets

demand from the product? “Uniformity, large size and singlecentered,” explains Crop Research Director Bram van Staalduinen.
“An onion with a nice, single core is the most flexible. You can cut
it into neat rings, for example for on a hamburger. But they are
also easy to process into diced onion”.
And it does not end there. Onions are harvested mechanically in
almost all regions, even those that resisted this trend for a long
time. For example, in South America. “This also has an effect on
the breeding programme, because mechanical harvesting
demands the use of specific varieties.”

Globalisation and diversification
Back to China, where traditionally only the green spring onion
was eaten and not the ‘bulb onion’. Partly because this product is
produced here for export, onion consumption has started in China
too and is growing rapidly. We see this globalisation in other
countries as well. “This happens according to the same pattern as
in the richer countries: the demand for a uniform product
increases and more different colours are sold.”
What are the consequences of this on the export of the onion in
the future? Do we expect that more onions will be exported in the
coming years, or fewer? “I expect that the export will only
increase, because the local retail organisations in many countries
are increasingly demanding a standardised product,” explains Van
Staalduinen. “It does not matter to them where this is produced.
The expected climate change will cause harvests to become less
predictable, meaning that the import and export flows will
increase further.”

“An onion with a nice,
single core is the most
flexible.”
Lászlo Gajdos

Top 10
Onion import 2017

Top 10
Onion export 2017

Malaysia

582

India

1859

USA

550

Netherlands

1137

Bangladesh

419

China

922

Saudi Arabia

377

Egypt

676

UK

344

Mexico

420

UAE

330

Spain

337

Russia

314

Turkey

248

Japan

291

USA

195

Sri Lanka

232

Peru

192

Germany

227

New Zealand

190

In 1000 Metric Tons		

In 1000 Metric Tons		
Source: Data collected by AMI

		

Only ten percent of the total onion
harvest worldwide is destined for export

Insight on the current
European onion situation
Every Year, Dr. Hans Christoph Behr of the German
market information agency AMI collects the data of
the European harvest and presents the results of the
annual crop with an overview of recent global import
and export trade at the Euronion Conference. He
presented the leading import and export countries of
onions in the world and wrote the following
comments on the situation in EU in the first half of
2019. Some parts of the European continent were in
2018 hit by extremely hot weather.
At 5.16 million tons, the onion harvest in the EU was in 2018
a good 15% smaller than in the previous season, the smallest
harvest since 2006. This is due to lower yields in almost all
countries. Spain, which almost had a bumper crop, is the only
exception. Almost everywhere, after a wet and cold spring
until April, the necessary precipitation was lacking. The area
under cultivation also declined slightly in most countries, but
the overall decline in area was only just under 3%.

West of the EU

northern France and the UK. The north, east and partly also
the south of Europe were also affected by heat and
precipitation deficit, but by no means to the same extent as
the west.

Supply situation
The 2018 supply situation for onions in Europe offers
considerable potential for speculation. The limited shelf life of
last year’s crop is a great point of discussion. Repeatedly
batches appear, which have to be marketed quickly and thus
prevent prices from being increased in the short term, while
aggravating the shortage in the further course of the season.

Opportunities
From the beginning of the southern hemisphere harvest or in
the early season of the northern hemisphere, higher imports
could dampen the price increase in Europe or even reverse it.
On the other hand, third country exports of the Netherlands
should be much lower than usual in the second half of the
season 2018/19, creating opportunities for other exporters.

This year’s drought was concentrated in the west of the EU,
particularly in the southern part of the Netherlands, Belgium,
18 | The Partnership
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Trends

Fruits and Vegetables:

SmartFood

uperheroes

While at first glance fruits and
vegetables seem to share nothing
with products such as candy, ice
cream and meat, a new food trend
gives them something powerful in
common. That trend is SmartFood.
More than a fancy marketing term,
SmartFood has been a catalyst for
growth for produce, candy, and meat
alike, while sales of conventional
items are flat or down for categories
across the store. We asked two
international food and produce
experts to tell us more: Enza Zaden's
Post-harvest Researcher Sandra
Escribano and Anne-Marie Roerink,
CEO of the U.S. marketing research
firm 210 Analytics.
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The food industry is abuzz with terms like better-for-you
and SmartFood. But what does it really mean?
Anne-Marie: A consumer approaches food both emotionally and
rationally, so it’s not always about what is or isn’t in it nutritionally.
A smarter choice can mean many things. The United Fresh Produce
Association did a study in the USA to help understand SmartFood
through the eyes of the consumer. It turns out that SmartFood
certainly includes better nutritional benefits, but also healthier ways
in which items are prepared, and looking out for the environment,
the workers, etc. Produce can play into so many of these angles
and be the superhero of SmartFood.
Sandra: When a food scientist reads the term SmartFood, a whole
list of nutrients and flavour compounds comes to his/her mind.
Coming from the flavour and produce quality department of the
seed company, for me better-for-you means all those new vegetable
varieties developed with enhanced nutrients, convenient sizes,
appealing looks and fresh taste after several days in the fridge, or in
a backpack. All these are smarter choices for a demanding and
rapidly changing consumer.

Is SmartFood the latest eating fad or a trend that
the produce industry should be closely watching
as a growth opportunity?
Anne-Marie: Items that are positioned as holistically natural,
specialty or wellness items now make up about 21 percent of total
store sales. So conventional items certainly contribute the bulk of
sales. However, over the past three years, U.S. sales of natural
items grew 32 percent and specialty/wellness items grew 14
percent versus a sales decline of -1% for conventional sales. These
numbers hold up across virtually every product category in the
store, which is very telling of a strong trend with staying power.
Additionally, SmartFood sales skew toward younger consumers
— another indicator of future growth.
Sandra: For some time, we have been focusing our sensory
research on very young consumers. They emphasize the nutrient
content of their food, the best preparation to enhance flavour and
the relationship between the food that they eat and the
environment in which they live. Given this change in the consumer
who ultimately decides what sells, it is important for the industry to
closely watch young generations. They do not seem willing to settle
for less than SmartFood choices.
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“Breeding companies
have the responsibility
and the pleasure of
developing SmartFood
Superheroes every day.”
Sandra Escribano

Why are people so intrigued with SmartFood?
Anne-Marie: Shoppers are pushing back on processed foods.
They want fresh and items that are positives in their diets. What
better foods than fruits and vegetables to deliver on that?
Secondly, more important than physical health or weight
management, it’s simply about feeling good about buying
SmartFood for them and their families. Eating something that’s
just a little better than a choice they made yesterday — a small
win in a hectic day.
Sandra: Additionally, SmartFood is new, appealing and exciting.
Not long ago all tomatoes were round and red… Now consumers
are inspired with surprising colours, tastes and shapes and new
varieties …how is it possible to have yellow, orange and brown
tomatoes in pear, round and long shapes? The industry can
leverage vegetable innovation to create a similar excitement to
that latest cell phone model. Social media contributes to this
excitement too…a very important aspect to take into account. It is
our job to create the excitement!

What can produce do to indeed become that
SmartFood superhero?
Anne-Marie: The biggest obstacles to eating more SmartFood are
cost, time/effort required and lack of convenience. None of these
need to be obstacles for produce. While SmartFood offerings in
other categories are often much more expensive, for produce, it
may just be a tweaking of messaging. Tying specific features to
specific health benefits can be a massive growth opportunity. Talk
about vitamin types and antioxidants as a way to build the
immune system during flu season. Convenience doesn’t need to
be an issue either. With the innovation in packaging and product,
especially minis and snack-size vegetables, consumers have many
easy options for their on-the-go lifestyle.
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Sandra: Breeding companies have the responsibility and the
pleasure of developing SmartFood superheroes every day. At
Enza Zaden, we focus on creating varieties with higher yield, thus
greater benefits for the growers and cheaper for consumers, along
with better flavors and convenient sizes thus less time/effort in the
preparation, favoring raw consumption. The last few years have
also brought big improvements in vegetable shelf life, which
enables the consumer to eat the vegetable when and where
preferred, without losing freshness. It also allows for easier
adaptation to any packaging size, type and material, including
environmentally-friendly options.

Most people are pretty good about including
vegetables with dinner. How about the other
day parts?
Anne-Marie: The SmartFood study points to three as major
opportunities for vegetables: breakfast, snacking and beverages.
In each, eating more produce is consumers’ top strategy for
better-for-you eating patterns. To grow as a mature category, it’s
all about introducing people to items they don’t currently buy, and
finding new consumption occasions. Produce-based beverages
are hot. These drinks often contain 3-5 servings of produce and
certainly deliver on convenience. They are also a great solutions
for parents to introduce their kids to many fruits and vegetables.
Sandra: Exploding flavour and size are crucial to win over the
snack and beverage worlds. Visually appealing snacks with better
flavor will result in more frequent produce snacking among adults
and children. This is the exact definition of the new generation of
vegetables: colourful and multi-shaped mini tomatoes, mini
peppers and mini cucumbers…and this is just the beginning. In
produce-based beverages, the absence of overwhelming flavours
combined with a boost of nutrition are key. In today’s market,
vegetable characteristics need to be tailored to the different
consumer demands and market niches.

How can the entire industry work together to
improve the marketing of the health aspects of
produce?
Anne-Marie: For produce, being healthy is a given, but a card
played increasingly well by items across the store. Produce needs
to own healthy and connect the dots for the consumer. Why
would consumers want to snack on tomatoes or blueberries?
Everyone gets it’s healthier than candy, but what specifically can
tomatoes deliver on? The “tastes great and provides a wealth of
vitamins” is a one-two punch that only produce can deliver.
Sandra: We need to include flavor profile information of each
variety and sample — proving flavour differences. Provide
information about the origin of the variety, best uses and optimal
preparation. After all, SmartFood delivers an excellent eating
experience and superior nutrition and health benefits. However,
how would shoppers know if we do not tell them? Enhanced
nutritional properties should be clearly stated, together with the
immediate health benefits. Shopping for SmartFood could and
should be an exciting adventure.
One thing is clear, fruits and vegetables are not only a natural fit
for the SmartFood trend, they should be front and center in the
food industry’s effort to be a helping hand in consumers’ efforts
to manage health and wellbeing through the food they eat. What
will be your superhero strategy?
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Science

Gearing up for future circumstances

factors explained
For the western part of Europe, 2018 was a memorable year for meteorologists:
an unusual long period of drought, hot weather and a record number of warm
days over 20 degrees Celsius. One can argue about the cause, but most will
agree that the world climate is changing. For growers, periods with extreme
weather is yet another challenge to deal with.
To be able to feed a world inhabited by some 10 billion people in
2050, agricultural production needs to double, with a reduced
input of fertilizer. At the same time, growing crops will be exposed
to more extreme weather conditions, and those crops need to be
grown in areas where fresh water might become increasingly
scares. Although, at first side, a bleak future, researchers and
breeders are gearing up to provide the high yielding varieties that
will still be able to thrive under these circumstances.
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Abiotic stress factors
“Selecting vegetables for resistance to many different kinds of
pathogens, so-called biotic stress, has been and will remain the
major focus of much of the breeding activities,” explains Manager
Research and Applications Gert-Jan de Boer. “But research and
breeding activities will also encompass more attention towards
creating new varieties that can withstand abiotic stress such as
climate extremes.”

Abiotic stress or non-living factors that have an adverse effect to
plant growth and development, include amongst others high and
low temperatures, salinity, lack of essential minerals like
phosphate starvation, drought and flooding. De Boer: “These
factors might have overlapping effects on the vitality of the plant,
but their effect can also be very (crop) specific. Increasing salinity
of the soil or water, for example due to large-scale irrigation, has a
greater impact on Curcurbitae species than for example on
tomato. In fact, some species related to tomato, such as S.
pennellii, turn out to actually benefit from living on high saline
soils. Although, these types of so-called halophytic species have
long held much promise to increase salt tolerance in crop plants,
very little progress has been achieved.”

Salt tolerance
Plant salt tolerance has long been studied in model species such
as Arabidopsis (thale cress), which is also a salt sensitive species.
A number of genes from this plant play a crucial role in the uptake

of sodium from the soil. Reducing the activity of some of these
genes, like SOS 1,2 &3 & HKT1, results in improved tolerance or
hypersensitivity to salt. “In a collaborative study with researchers
from the University of Amsterdam, we discovered that an increase
in salt tolerance of lettuce could be achieved by introducing genes
from a wild lettuce species, namely L. serriola, and that the HKT1
gene from this species was amongst one of them.”

Collaborative research
Although tomato is able to withstand higher levels of salt than
many other vegetable crops, it also has its Achilles heel with
respect to abiotic stresses. This weak spot is exposure to
prolonged periods of high temperatures. Elevating the
temperature above 31 degrees Celsius during the day and 25
degrees at night is sufficient to significantly reduce the fruit set of
most commercial tomato cultivars. “This is due to a reduction in
the number of pollen formed and a decrease in viability of the
pollen. An effort to identify tomato cultivars that are more tolerant
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“Research and breeding activities will encompass
more attention towards creating varieties that
can withstand abiotic stress.”
Gert-Jan de Boer

Column

Organic

keeps growing
Year after year the consumption of organic produced food increases
further. The prognosis towards 2024 is a nearly 15% yearly growth
of the global organic market. When you visit your local supermarket,
you will notice that more and more products are also available with
the label organic. In Denmark, organic products made up for even
13% of the overall sales in 2017. It is clear that organic no longer is
a niche market, but becomes more mainstream.
Also, we see that many countries have an organic regulation by law. In August this
year, president Putin signed a new law on organics for Russia. As organic vegetables
have to be produced from organic seeds, we see a rapid increase in sales at an at least
similar speed. In 2017, the increase of the organic seed sales was, despite some seed
production failures, almost 17%.

Organic seed production a challenge
Without the use of pesticides and chemical fertilizers, organic seed production faces
more restrictions than conventional production. For many years, Vitalis Organic Seeds
has built up a lot of experience in organic seed production all over the world. In 2019,
we will celebrate our 25th anniversary. Ever since the beginning, we are continuous
looking for and investing in new seed production locations. Apart from our marketing
efforts, we are convinced that Vitalis has also a great competitor advantage being the
most reliable organic seed supplier.

Understand what business you are in
to these higher temperatures, with the help and expertise of
researchers from the Radboud University in Nijmegen, resulted in
the identification of a number of interesting cultivars and
strategies that tomato plants can apparently employ to set fruits
and produce seeds under high temperatures. The research on this
topic has now reached a phase where the laboratory can be
exchanged for field experiments and where, similar to a relay race,
the baton can now be picked up by molecular researchers at
Enza Zaden to screen for heat tolerant genetics and breed new
varieties using this information.”

ROS
One overlapping theme between many abiotic stresses, and even
some biotic or pathogen induced stresses, is the accumulation of
so-called reactive oxygen species (ROS) ROS causes damage to
many plant cell components including the DNA. Some herbicides,
such as Paraquat – also known as methylviologen –, function by
inducing the formation of ROS species in plants. Since its effect is
not restricted to plant cells, and they can also induce ROS in
animal cells, the use of paraquat has been banned in the
European Union.
When too much ROS is formed, plants can respond by the
formation of antioxidants. Perhaps the best known antioxidants
are anthocyanins. Anthocyanins are pigments that normally are
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formed in flowers or red grapes. These antioxidants are therefore
also present in red wine. “Again in an effort to translate research
from Arabidopsis towards vegetable species, we participated in a
European Union funded project together with researchers from
the German University of Potsdam and the Bulgarian University of
Plovdiv. For this project, researcher Lorena Romero Prada
performed experiments at Enza Zaden as part of her PhD project
to investigate the factors that influence the tolerance or
susceptibility for ROS in tomato and lettuce. Some of her work
can directly be incorporated in new varieties we develop. Varieties
that ultimately can withstand extreme weather conditions or other
abiotic stresses.”

Organic production is a completely certified production system regulated by law. At
the same time it is a well-established and recognised consumer ‘brand’. So, it is of
great importance to be involved in this market and stay ahead of the competition. Be
aware of what the regulation in your region looks like. How it is controlled, by whom
and how your growers deal with it. Be in contact with what we call the ‘organic world’
to, where needed, influence them or bring the latest information to your regional team.

Varieties of tomorrow

You never know what the future will bring, but what I am sure of is that organic keeps
growing. Also when I’m retired (as of 1 January 2019, red.) For me personally this will
be the end of a great and wonderful period managing Vitalis Organic Seeds. But also
before that, managing sales for Enza Zaden Benelux. I want to thank you all for your
good, warm and even sometimes critical attitude towards organic and wish you all the
best.

Our planet is changing rapidly and our varieties need to be able to
be ready for this. In order to continue developing successful
varieties, researchers team up with different universities and
institutes to identify the genetics needed to grow the crops of
tomorrow. “The success of future varieties will not only depend
on characteristics of the variety such as yield, disease resistance
and quality of the produce, but also on the flexibility of the plant
to be able to grow and thrive under rapidly changing
environmental conditions. Through various collaborative projects,
researchers within Enza Zaden have been able to identify some of
the genetic factors that we will need to breed for the varieties of
tomorrow.”

We are in close connection with partners all over the world to share knowledge and
talk about the latest developments in organics. Together with our experience in organic
seed production and our knowledge of the organic world, we strongly believe that we
can stay ahead of the existing and eventual new competition.

What the future will bring

Believe me ‘Organic keeps growing’.

Since 1 January 2012, Henk Haitsma had
been Director of Vitalis Organic Seeds in
Voorst, the Netherlands. Henk retired on
1 January 2019. Henk is passionate about
organic products and thoroughly
convinced the organic world will keep
growing. Close connection between
conventional and organic produce
companies is essential for that.
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the pack

Plant Factories are ready for rapid growth

In Plant Factories with Artificial Light (PFALs), you can grow crops all year
round under perfect conditions. In multiple layers on top of each other if
you wish. This yields many advantages and a couple of not insignificant
disadvantages: high investment because of energy costs, as well as a
significant amount of damage if the crop needs to be written off due to
technical failure. Despite these challenges, vertical farming is getting a
lot of interest and expanding rapidly. Enza Zaden is working on a specific
selection programme for this.
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Technology

Far East
markets
are leading

Anyone following the reports on vertical and city farming will
know that a PFAL does not guarantee success or a high return on
investment. A significant number of businesses have had to stop
trading due to high costs, technical failure and/or disappointing
sales results. Nevertheless, the number of new companies is
growing steadily and investors and technology companies
continue to fund growth and technical innovation. According to
experts, at least 200 PFALs were established worldwide in the last
two years.
“I think that this trend will continue over the next decade,” says
Senior Product Specialist Jan van Kuijk from Enza Zaden. “First in
Asia and the Middle East. North America also has enough support
for further growth. Progress will be much slower in Europe, but
there too, vertical farms will be established over time that can
serve specific market segments in a profitable manner.”

Third generation
“Vertical farming has already completed several development
phases and is extremely high-tech,” adds colleague and Portfolio
Manager Lettuce & Endive Anh Nguyen. “Fluorescent lighting has
been replaced by more efficient LED lights and companies have
– together with the lighting industry – developed various light
recipes tailored to specific crops, mainly leafy crops and herbs.
The third development phase is currently being completed, in
which customised light recipes and remote cultivation
management are being developed further.
Using sensors, vision, smart phones and apps,
the cultivation process can - in principle - be
monitored and managed from anywhere in the
world, 24/7.”

per region,” he says. “In Japan and Taiwan, consumers in large
cities have an urgent need for fresh vegetables that are
guaranteed to be clean and safe. Due to the high standard of
living, they are willing and able to pay a lot for this. In addition,
these countries are very focused on new technology. It is
therefore not surprising that vertical farming has taken off in these
countries in particular. Japanese cities already have about 200
plant factories and there are about 100 in Taiwan. Together, this is
more than in the rest of the world. The business climate is also
favourable in Singapore, a number of Chinese and Korean cities
and the Middle East. I would not be surprised if Japanese
producers start taking part there in addition to local producers.”
According to the vertical farming expert, the development in
North America is primarily driven by investors and marketeers,
who think that large cities have enough purchasing power and
interest to make concepts based on PFALs distinctive and
profitable.

According to Nguyen, the ongoing growth in
illuminated cultivation – both in PFALs and in
glasshouses – will be associated with cost
reductions in the accompanying technology. At
the same time, further development of
cultivation concepts and cultivation
management will result in a higher output.
“This will enable companies to lower their cost
prices, which is particularly important in
Europe. After all, here vertical farms experience
more competition from conventional
producers.”

Driving forces per region
Lecturer Jasper den Besten from HAS
University of Applied Sciences, Den Bosch,
supports this. He has been a board member of
the globally active Association for Vertical
Farming for many years.
“The factors that can explain the position and
development speed of vertical farming differ
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Young lettuce plants under LED lights in a clean, closed, controlled environment.
Miraewon Farms, South Korea.

“Europe is located somewhere in between,” he continues.
“Northern Europeans are quite no-nonsense and have the luxury
of a wide and varied range of fresh vegetables at a relatively low
cost. There is a movement that is working towards fair prices for
food products. Once growers receive higher wages for their work,
vegetables will become more expensive and that will improve the
competitive position of vertical farms. Another aspect that is
becoming increasingly important, is the fluctuating product
quality and year-round availability that are associated with the
conventional production methods. Supermarkets do not like this
fluctuation. Plant factories can eliminate these fluctuations and
uncertainties and should be able to charge a slightly higher price
for this. A cost price that is currently too high for Europe.”

Lettuce factories in metro stations
So, the focus remains on the Far East for the latest developments.
Not least because the Japanese Association for Vertical Farming
invests in R&D on behalf of its members. In South Korea, the
wealthy market leaders MEI and Mireawon are also moving
forward. Area Manager Japan & Korea Young Han encountered a
new phenomenon in the metro stations of Seoul this year: lettuce
factories behind glass walls, fitted with machines where hungry
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commuters can take a locally grown, automatically harvested and
freshly packaged head of lettuce from the wall.
“At first I did not believe my eyes, but it is a brilliant idea,” he says
enthusiastically. “Every day millions of commuters see how the
crops grow under LED lights and how they are automatically
harvested and packaged. You cannot get any fresher or cleaner
and it is the ultimate example of local-for-local. This appeals to
many people. Whether this concept will be profitable in the long
term remains to be seen, but it is certainly original.”

Different selection method
All the experts agree that cost price reduction is one of the major
challenges facing vertical farmers, wherever they are in the world.
According to Van Kuijk Enza Zaden can help with this: “Seed
companies have always selected their varieties under varying
climatic and light conditions,” he explains. “In a plant factory,
these conditions are in principle always constant. In order to know
how varieties will perform under such conditions, they should also
be tested under these conditions. We have our own PFAL in
Enkhuizen, where we can objectively test relevant crops and
varieties. We are already seeing that this results in different
choices than in the selection programmes for conventional
cultivation methods.”

Building
on product
experience
and growth
together
Mini pointed sweet peppers are a
relatively new and visually attractive
product. It is a perfect healthy snack.
The Mexican-American company Wilson
Produce has been growing these mini
conicals for about 15 years. Twelve years
ago the company was introduced to
varieties from Enza Zaden and started a
cross-border collaboration.
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Wilson Produce places mini conicals on the menu in North America

“Equally important are Willy’s understanding of people and the
Mexican culture,” Bon Martin emphasises. “We do not only grow
there ourselves, but we also work closely with a number of local
partners. Wilson Produce is both a family company and a family of
companies. Willy gets on really well with our partners and that
has proved invaluable.”

“Things have really moved quickly, particularly in recent years,”
says Alicia Bon Martin. “We started with a few hectares of mini
conicals. That was quite a lot at the time. This year we are
approaching 250 ha and we expect to see ongoing growth. Both
the cultivation process and our product proposition and marketing
have undergone significant development.”

Pioneering

A family of companies
Bon Martin forms part of the third generation and has run the
company for more than 25 years together with her husband Chris
Martin. In early 2018, Guillermo ‘Willy’ Martinez was appointed as
General Manager. He became the first person from outside the
family to be appointed to this key position. His broad knowledge
and experience in the sales and marketing of fresh products in
North America were a welcome addition.

To gain a good understanding of the developments that have
taken place in the growth, sales and consumption of mini
conicals, Alicia explains how the company started growing mini
conicals. “When the first varieties came onto the market, we
quickly took up the gauntlet. We grew varieties from several seed
companies and packaged the sweet peppers in unbranded plastic
bags. As it was a new product for both consumers and
supermarkets, we all still had a lot to learn. After a few years of
pioneering – now twelve years ago – we came into contact with
Enza Zaden. Looking back now, the timing was perfect.”
The seed company from Enkhuizen supplied eight new varieties
that were included in the trials performed by the company. A
number of these produced above average yields and also excelled
in quality aspects such as flavour, uniformity and shelf life. “When
our distributors also responded enthusiastically, it was an easy
choice to make,” adds the figurehead of Wilson Produce.

Start of the collaboration
There was still a lot of ground to cover. The majority of the
consumers had no idea what exactly to expect from the product.
Was it a chili pepper or a smaller sweet pepper? What is the best
way to prepare and eat this fun, but unknown product? Many
people therefore left the product on the shelves and there were
definitely no routine purchases.
The company itself also did not know how to make a
breakthrough. The relationship with Enza Zaden was now so
close, that the idea was born to invest in growth together, starting
with market research.

“It is a remarkable
collaboration, which has
turned out to be profitable
for both parties”
Willy Martinez
first impression of the product, what did they think of the flavour,
which colours and sizes appealed to them the most? Which
packaging would they buy or not and why? And – also very
important – which product information were they looking for and
how could we provide this?”

From product to brand
This research provided very useful information for both Wilson
Produce and the breeders at Enza Zaden. It offered the MexicanAmerican producer a tangible guide to variety selection and
making the marketing strategy more professional. The most
visible changes included the brand-new packaging line with the
label ‘Mighty Minis – Sweet mini peppers’, specific product
information and a special Facebook page with background
information and recipes. “These were real game changers,”
according to Bon Martin. “Not only for consumers, but also for
the retailers stocking our mini products. In less than eight years,
our acreage increased from several dozen ha to nearly 250 ha
now. However much we increased production, the demand
always increased more quickly than our supply. As the market
leader, we sell our mini conicals via several large retail chains and
the number of branches where consumers are able to find the
product is still increasing every year. We have even exported to
London and Hong Kong. Isn’t that fantastic?”

Consumer focus panels
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Although other suppliers also benefited from the market growth
created by the unique collaboration, the management never had
any regrets about the choices they made. And with Willy Martinez
as General Manager, the team thinks that it will be able to
continue this pattern of growth even more effectively.
“It is a remarkable collaboration, which has turned out to be
profitable for both parties,” says Martinez. “Of course, we both
need to continue our development. Wilson Produce truly values
top quality. To continue distinguishing ourselves from other
suppliers, we are continuously investing in research, marketing
and our relationship with consumers and retailers. Of course we
also need to have access to the best varieties. The varieties from
Enza Zaden still form the benchmark at our trials. That is an
incredible achievement.”
“I consider our current range of mini conicals as a third
generation,” notes Bon Martin, who also represents the third
generation of entrepreneurs in the family company. “Following
the eclectic collection of varieties that we started with, the first
varieties from Enza Zaden put us on the right track. These have
now all been replaced by varieties that perform even better with
regards to production capacity, uniformity, colour and other
quality characteristics.”
Martinez: “I am curious to find out what new products we will be
seeing in the coming years. Seedless fruits and plants that are
resistant or less sensitive to diseases and plagues are high on our
wish list. I have no doubt that breeding companies who invest in
this product are working on this. We are also interested in the
market for organic produce and have made the first steps towards
supplying this market successfully. Disease resistances are even
more important for the organic sector than for the traditional
sector.”

The first market research was performed in 2010 and immediately
focused on the end user in the form of a consumer focus panel.
“We really opened a dialogue with the consumers,” the Mexican
businesswoman remembers. “In one-on-one conversations that
sometimes lasted up to five hours, we asked lots of questions to
gain insight into the perception of the consumers. What was their

Willy Martinez: “I am curious to find out what new
products we will be seeing in the coming years. Seedless
fruits and plants that are resistant or less sensitive to
diseases and plagues are high on our wish list. I have no
doubt that breeding companies who invest in this product
are working on this.”

Continuing the growth

Crop Research Manager Wouter Lindeman (right) selects the
new varieties together with Wilson Produce at the farm.
The Partnership | 33

Partnership

Wilson Produce is continuing a tradition that was started about 80
years ago by founding father James Wilson. Together with a
number of fixed contract growers, the company -– rooted in
Mexico and operating the family company from Sinaloa (Mexico)
and Arizona (USA) –- produces various fruity vegetables. Mini
conicals now represent the largest part of the turnover.
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the power of

smart innovations

At Enza Zaden we continuously work
on developing high quality varieties
and innovative concepts.
How do we develop the most crunchy
and tasty sweet conical peppers for
our brand Tribelli®?
Where does the sweet taste of our
pumpkin varieties come from?
What is the perfect size for a snack
tomato?
See, feel and experience
Please visit us at the Fruit Logistica
in Berlin to discover how we develop
our smart innovations. While enjoying
tasty snacks, prepared by our chef
René, we would like to give you
insight into the data we collect and
how we use this in our product
development.
Through innovation and insight we
can help you to choose the right
product for your market.
See, feel and experience how
Enza Zaden will work with you,
for you.

Fruit Logistica Berlin
6-8 February 2019
Hall 1.2
Booth C-07

the power of smart innovations

the power of Enza Zaden

Sandra Escribano
Post-harvest Researcher

enzazaden.com

Let’s meet!

