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High-technology know-how is fueling Israel's ascendancy in the cut-flower industry, where
export accounts for 80 percent of growers’ crops of peonies, anemones and other species.

B Sara K. Eisen

N0y 15 MINUTES FRONM BEIT SHEMESH, ON A TINY MO-
shav called Sdor Mikha, thousands of crimson and
vellow roses and red anemones grow in neat, muddy
rows under the warchtul eyes of Bem Sharoni and his
employee, a farm worker from Thailand.
{ardhoard-packed hunches of 100 cur Howers are
taken to the airport ar Lod cach morming by truck
from Sharom’s freezing-cold packing house, which is
a tiny, rundown shack in hack of his rose greenhouse
and small tarp-covered anemone field, The anemones
can grow in winter without temperature control, and
from November through March there 1s a daily crop
of these poppy-like buds. The picking, packing and
distribution process is so streamlined thar German
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and Brinsh direct-order clients receive flowers via tem-
perature-controlled jer within two days of plucking,

Sharoni’s export aperation is remarkably straight-
forward and businesslike, It is also incongroously cos-
mopolitan given its humble size and appearance.

While maost of Isracls flower growers operate out-
fits that are exponennally larger than Sharoni’s, many
do have similar set-ups, and still, in apgregate, lIsrael’s
flower, plant and propagation-material export brings
upward of $200 million into the economy annually.
The Jewish state is 3rd only to the Netherlands and
Kenya in supplying the European Union with its flow-
ers. Fach vear 1.5 hillion stems are exported, double
from only 10 years ago—while the number of grow-
ers engaging in export has dropped by 75 percent.
The system. along with the growers, has simply be-
come more etficient.

“Flower export warks nicely with the special char-
acteristics of Isracli export and agriculture,™ says Zvi
Alon, director general of the Ministry of Agriculture’s
Foreign Trade Cenrer, himself from a farming family.
“[Even] the small family tarm medel, a small area yield-
ing a lot of produce, with superintensive farming and
using technology, [about five acres] can be adequare.”

lsrael’s rotal agricultural yvield, including agricul-
ture-relared rechnology and other nonedible products,
is about 2 percent of the gross national product—or

Israel Buds A seorkcr packs red gerberas destived [or Eu-
rope: (opposite pagel a greenbonse of pansies in the Negew.
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53.3 ballion—of which 380 percentare

exports, mastly of fresh produce.
LONWERY;, TN PARTICULAR,

heavily export-centric, with 90

dAre

4 percent of lsrach grovwers ship-
ping their blooms our of the country.
In the late 197(0s, lsrael was the first
foreign country 1o enter the Nether-
s and trade fairs;

until then, only Dutch grow-

lands’ duction

ers were ablowed particl-

pate. The events are “very ex-

Sharom
lhey make place almost

citing, and  huoge,
Savs,
every dav in stadium-like set-
nngs where an open train
bearing thousands of bunch
es af flowers, @ :u.tpcd by Rrcw
e s driven slowly through the
crowd of buvers, Onde buyers
make an offer the bids appear

Ale-

rions funcoion as the rr.-]dm_u

o a huee “scorchoard,”
floor for cur stems and plants,
similar o a precions metal ex-
change; for instance,

Alon notes thar these auc-
tions, which account for ap-
proximately 70 percent af Is-
racl’s Hower-export market,
are especially instructive to
growers. Ultmately, they are
alsar pood for the quality of exports
because products are given a relanve-
v objective, numerical value based
on excellence,

The buving transaction between
the winner of the bid and the grower
takes place electronically, and thie fow-
ers are shipped almost immediately
thereafter. That means that abowt
tour davs atter being roored i lsrach
soil, 2 sabra bloom could be brighren-
ing up a dining room in Amsterdam
ar Paris.

Bur Israel's Howers are; as is rhe
narure of the cut-Aower Business, more
o less ethnically anonymous once they
hit the auctions and the wholesale miar-
kets m Europe, 5001t s not surprising
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On the Block Flomwers for sale at-a Dital auetion,
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that ourside the agriculoural commu-
nity, the Jewish state’s vast harticulmure
Export suceess is a linde known phe-
nomenan abroad,

Locatlv, as well, the public rela-
tons machine has not delivered the
message to the average Israch that

their tiny country provides § percent

of the world's flowers and the great-

est variery of species year-round. Or
thar lsrael 15 considered a world lead-
er in agrotechnology, especially in
growing plants and flowers in hot, dry
climares, and exports high-tech agri
cultural fare to the European Union—
like genetically cloned, climate-ad-
justed seeds, froit-picking robors and
drip-trrigation systems, And those bou-
quet-tillimg greens that come with
vour dozen red roses? Thev are one
of Israel’s most popular horticulrure
exports, with 245 million green stems
shipped ourof the country annually,

Dhuring an age when the world has
gronwn smaller, borderless and. high-
tech, Istael’s omce central jdentity as a
salt-of-the-earth kibburz nanen has

rQoh

shifted the way of sibcon. The two
identities now go hand-in-hand, wich
high echnology often emploved
improve agriculoural rechniques, Over-
seeing the marriage of these two in-
dustries are the Ministey of Agricul-
ture’s Research Organiation (ARO)
and its Center for Floriculture in Arid
Repgons (CeFAR):

In fact, Haim Hadad, head
of Isracl’s Flower Crrowers” As-
sociation, savs that lsraels
edge is its abiliny to novare
technologically and o
new niche markets,”

Toreate
always
keeping a few steps ahead of
Adrican competitors, who have
the advantage of almost end-
less space and cheap labor
Whereas Alrca now pro-
vides rhe

with most of its roses, lsragl is

European  Union

focusing on the cultivation of
the much harder 1o grow pe-
ony, exported o the United
States at very rewarding prices,
and the Lisianthus: The later
15 a delicate, long-stemmed
hloom native to Japan that i«
also a wildflower i the Wesr-
ern Unired States.
grows in various shades of

Lisianthus

purple, pink, white and com-
hinations thereof,

SRAEL'S AVERAGE OF 300

days a year and refatively warm

LY

winter emperatures, especially in
the Megzev Desert, are excellent for
growing Forope’s summer Howers,
when that continent 1s expericncing
cold weather; advantageously, off-
season flowers bring higher profirs,
But it's the scorching summer meonths
and scarcity of water that make the
lsraeli penchant tor problem solving
via science and rechnology especially
useful—and lucranve.

Yirzhak Esquira, Ph.D., coordina-
Field Ha-

search Acrivities run by the Minsory

tor of the Technological
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Fresh Picked Eounusts from
IsTaalcan b prderad anfine at thase
sites ard shipped interrationally,

w1800 wers .oom
wasny ioweers ool
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ot Agriculeure and Plants Board,
pomnts to two lsragli inmovarions thar
are facilitating the cultivarion of an
mereasing number of species of flow-
ers, The first is elimate control—
marching a specics to the suitable
preenhouse condinons of moiscure,
temperature, sunlight exposure and
s o The second advance has been
the frugal, effective use of water.

Alon savs thar 30 percent of the
water (eventuallv the plan s for 43
percent) used for crops s cleaned and
recycled from sewage. The project is
known locallv as Shatdan, an acro-
nym that, roughly translated, refers
ro the “gray water” from the Gush
Dran region. As a result, farming uses
less than 21,188 cubic feet of fresh-
water—half of whar was allotted 10
agriculture 10 or so vears ago before
growing  popularion  demands—for
the same or grearer crop ourput,

The use of indigenous salowarer
trom the Dead Sea or the Mediter-
rangan is also common practice; cer-
tain planes, such ay Israel's peppers
and tomaroes, have heen cultivared
to gronv beteer in salvwater In addi-
tion, overspill is gathered and revsed,
with fertilizing marterial sull in i,

which saves not only water but the |

environtment, “We only open the fau-
cer when we need t0,” savs Esquira.
He adds thar growers here often
plant in valeanic rock, coconut fibers
and clay, making betrer use of limired
water and land resources and avoid-
ing nsects and therefore the need for
chemical pestiaides. These methods
have been wsed in colder climates,

bur their use in arid conditons 15 |

another lsracli innovation,

MOW-HOW 18 THE true heare of

lsraeli horneulture exporr. A

demonstranion and  training
farm in Beijing, for instance, ser up
under Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin
in the early 199005, is one of several
Astan venues where lsraeli experts
share agrotechnology with their Far
East counterparts, contributing nor
only o Chinese and Indian agrcul
ture but o international relanons,
oo, Ironically, a majority of growers
i1 Israel employ Asian laborers, most-
by Thai, to pick their flowers, since
Palestinian labor became impossible
o accommodare after the ouchreak
f the second drtifada in 2000,

Benefits from developments in the
export held have alse rrickled down
to the consumer level. Israeh grocery
shoppers have international agricul-
tural trade 1o thank for the packages
of fresh herbs, prewashed specialty
lettuce and exotic engineered veggies
such as broceoling, by now staples in
United States markers bur relatively
new in the refrigerated section scene
here. Flower selection wirhin Israel
has alse, of course, expanded in
quality m recent years.

And o further prove chat lsragli
flowers are as sweer as any orher,
Globes business daily reporzed thar
556 million worth of the country’s
blooms were exported all over the
European Union leading up ro Valen-
tine’s Day 2003, Nothing savs “1 love
vou™ like a bouquer from Israel. H
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Contact Miriam and Myron

Moshay Sde Nitzan, Negev

roses@israelrose. com

wwws israelrose, com

Fax (lsrael): 011-972-8-9987111

Tollfree (USA): 1-877-336-7673
(1-877-356-ROSE)

"l the desert siall rejuice and blassom
At o
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