he avocado keeps winning popularity contests.
“This fruit is the most posted food—not just
produce—on both Instagram and Pinterest,”
says Keith Slattery, CEO of Stonehill Produce, Inc. in
Dana Point, CA. “On Facebook and Twitter, avocado
posts are continually at the top of food post rankings.”

T

Jeff Miller, associate professor of hospitality management at Colorado State University, agrees. “Today
the avocado is as familiar as the apple, which it soon
may displace as the most commonly consumed fruit
in the world,” he writes in his book, Avocado: A
Global History.

Image: Ale02/Shutterstock.com

By Richard Smoley
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So how did this once obscure fruit
reach this pinnacle of success?

The Avocado’s History

The rise of the avocado, indigenous
to the Americas, features players ranging
from innovators in cuisine to a California
postman to the giant sloths and armadillos that dominated prehistory.
A member of the Lauraceae or laurel
family, which is among the oldest groups
of flowering plants on Earth, the avocado
plant on its own is comparatively helpless in terms of reproduction. As Miller
points out in his book, early on in its
lifespan it developed a strategy botanists
called endozoochory.
It’s the process whereby animals eat the
seeds of a plant, which then pass through
their digestive tracts undamaged, spreading the seeds along with an initial dose of
fertilizer. As animals move around, they
deposit seeds in places where they won’t
compete with the parent plant for light
and nutrients.
This is all very well, but how many animals can swallow the huge pit of an avocado and pass it intact? There aren’t any

now in the Americas (at least not in the
wild), but once there were: the gargantuan
megafauna of the Pleistocene era, which
dwarfed even the largest of today’s land
animals: the giant ground sloth, for example, was apparently the size of a truck.
Beasts of that size required a huge
amount of food to survive, and as the
theory goes, it would present no problem
for them to swallow a whole avocado, pit,
skin, and all.
The American megafauna didn’t survive, yet the avocado did, because it had
longevity on its side, observes Miller.
A Hass avocado tree in Southern
California is still bearing fruit at the age
of 100, and there are 400-year-old trees in
Central Mexico that are still producing.
When the megafauna were gone, a new
species took the avocado under its wing.
The humans settling in Mexico found the
fruit in the subtropical highlands and,
discovering its high nutritive value, began
to cultivate it.
The avocado was extremely important to the Mayan civilization, which
flourished in southern Mexico and
Guatemala. The Mayan holy book Popol
Vuh mentions it, and avocado trees are
represented in the carvings of the great
Mayan site at Palenque.
In the sixteenth century, Spanish conquerors arriving in the New World found
avocados widely available in Tenochtitlán,
the Aztec capital—today’s Mexico City.
Avocados were introduced to the
United States in the nineteenth century,
first in Florida. Although the quantity is
small, Florida still produces a wider number of varieties than the United States’
other leading producer—California.

What’s in a Name?

The fruit was first introduced to
California in the mid-nineteenth century,
but the modern industry only started
taking shape in the twentieth, as growers
began to experiment with more coldtolerant varieties than the ones in Mexico.
The best-known is the Fuerte. The
name, coming from the Spanish word
for “strong,” has to do with its tolerance
for mild freezes. The Fuerte is still grown
today, although it represents only about
2 percent of the crop nationally, according to Miller.
The king of avocados is the Hass, with
its unique nutty flavor. A chance cross of
Mexican and Guatemalan varieties, it was
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discovered by Rudolph Hass, a postman
living in La Habra Heights, CA.
Hass noticed the tree was exceptionally hardy (it would survive till 2002)
and yielded an odd, black, bumpyskinned fruit that didn’t resemble greenskinned varieties and thus didn’t fit
commercial expectations.
The tree produced plentiful fruit, so
Hass began to sell it locally. The fruit’s
high oil content (18 percent) and ability to remain on the tree, allowing for a
longer harvest period, began to interest
commercial growers.

In 1935, Hass patented the variety
(it was the first tree to get a plant patent in
America). Despite interest, the avocado still
struggled to gain commercial acceptance.
At first it didn’t even really have a
name. It was often called the “alligator pear,” a name to which marketers
objected because “alligator” in the slang of
the day meant “worthless.”
Fashions in Food from Beverly Hills, a
1931 cookbook, called them “calavos,”
supplying a recipe for “Wakimoli.”
“Calavo” is derived from the name
of the California Avocado Growers

Exchange cooperative, formed in 1924,
which changed its name to Calavo
in 1927.
Eventually the industry settled on
“avocado,” which goes back to the Aztec
name for the fruit, ahacuatl, and the
similar Spanish word aguacate, in use
since 1633.

Entering the Mainstream

For decades, the avocado was a
delicacy served by elegant hostesses. It
entered the American mainstream in the
1960s and ’70s, when Mexican cuisine,
up to then available only regionally,
became popular nationwide.
The avocado got a further boost from
the development of California cuisine,
which emphasized fresh, local products,
and avocados were definitely local in
California. Then came the sushi craze;
very few sushi rolls don’t include avocado
in some form.
Up to the end of the twentieth century, the avocado was still very much a
California specialty.
There were obstacles to market
growth: the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) banned imports of
Mexican avocados from 1914 to 1993,
ostensibly to prevent entry of avocado
seed weevils into the United States, but
also to protect domestic producers from
foreign competition.
This changed markedly from 1993
to 2007: after the implementation of
phytosanitary measures, Hass avocados
from the Mexican state of Michoacán
were allowed to enter the country and
imports climbed rapidly, reaching an
annual average of 781,000 metric tons
from 2015 to 2017, according to a
report from USDA’s Economic Research
Service (ERS).
“Ready access to Mexican product—
along with advertising campaigns for
avocados in general and Mexican avocados in particular—led to a sharp increase
in U.S. avocado consumption,” the ERS
report continues.
“Between 1991-93 and 2015-17,
avocado deliveries (imports and domestic
production) increased from 193,000 metric tons to 1.1 million metric tons (annual
averages). In response to a dramatic
increase in foreign competition, U.S. producers have focused mainly on supplying
the domestic market in months when
imports from Mexico tend to be lower.”
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Opened markets in the United States
and Canada transformed the avocado
industry. American consumption has
tripled since the turn of the century, to
8 pounds per capita in 2018, according
to the ERS.
At the same time, Miller notes that
higher prices paid for exports put avocados beyond the reach of the average
Mexican. Consumption in Mexico fell
from 46 pounds per capita per year to
13.5 pounds—a number
that is still declining.
Today the avocado is firmly ensconced
in the American mainstream. Special
occasions such as Super Bowl Sunday and
Cinco de Mayo remain “crucial” to the
industry, according to Rob Wedin, executive vice president of fresh sales for Calavo
Growers, Inc. in Santa Paula, CA.
Super Bowl Sunday alone accounts for
7 percent of avocados consumed globally,
reports the World Economic Forum.

Production and Consumption

Surprisingly, perhaps, the world’s leading producer of avocados is the Dominican
Republic which, like other Caribbean
producers, grows green skin varieties.
But the Dominicans aren’t major
players in global markets, because they are
also the largest consumers of the fruit, eating the enormous amount of 105 pounds
per capita annually (the next largest per
capita consumers, Costa Rica and Israel,
eat 17.8 pounds and 16.7 pounds per
person, respectively).

Mexico is by far the largest exporter
of avocados, with 2019 shipments valued
at $2.9 billion, or 45.3 percent of the
world’s total. The Netherlands came in
second, with $1 billion in sales: 15.9
percent of the worldwide total.
Although the Netherlands doesn’t
produce avocados on its own, it imports
and exports fruit from and to a number
of nations.
California remains by far the
largest producer in the United States.
“California is the only U.S. state to
commercially cultivate Hass avocados,
and other varieties are cultivated
here as well,” observes Jan DeLyser,
vice president of marketing for the
California Avocado Commission of
Irvine, CA, while “Florida commercially cultivates the green skin variety
of avocados.”
In 2019, California produced 109,000
tons of fresh equivalent, while Florida
came in second at 25,800 tons. The only
other significant producer was Hawaii, at
820 tons.

Convulsions from the Pandemic

The coronavirus has ravaged practically
all aspects of American life, and the avocado world is no exception.
“The foodservice sector was crushed
hard by Covid-19 in the early stages,”
says Slattery, whose Stonehill Produce,
Inc. imports approximately 20 to 25
truckloads of avocados a week into
McAllen, TX.

“Foodservice has been very slow,
with very few exceptions,” agrees
Calavo’s Wedin.
The coronavirus led to a sharp but
short drop in sales, points out Emiliano
Escobedo, executive director of the
Hass Avocado Board, in Mission Viejo.
“Beginning the last week of March, we
saw volume come down. From 50 million
pounds a week, it dropped about half for
two weeks. Then we got closer and closer
to Cinco de Mayo, a heavily promotional
period for avocados.”
Unlike Super Bowl Sunday, when
people usually entertain at home, “Cinco
de Mayo is typically a big foodservice
holiday,” according to Escobedo, because
people tend to eat out at restaurants.
Nevertheless, there was “an incredible
rebound in the week before Cinco de
Mayo—55 million pounds in one week,”
and as much as 70 million pounds a
week afterward.
The pandemic, DeLyser reports, “has
fortunately not impacted California avocado supply. As with other food products,
there has been a decrease in demand from
the foodservice channel and an increase in
demand from retail channels.”
DeLyser says the initial weeks of
the pandemic were an adjustment for
everyone in the food industry. “But, in
general, shipping has not been impacted
other than shifts in how much is going to
which customers.”
As restrictions began to lift, at least
in certain parts of the country, DeLyser
reported foodservice demand was rising
with more takeout and delivery, as well as
socially distanced outdoor dining.
By mid-August, Slattery says nearly
half of lost foodservice volume had
returned. “The other half has been
absorbed into retail, with a jump in sales
boosted by Americans looking for comfort foods to cope with the pandemic.”
Additionally, he notes, “avocados, pizza,
and ice cream have seen incredible
increases in consumption.”
When will foodservice demand return
to pre-pandemic levels? “It depends on
how many restaurants never reopen,”
Slattery bluntly replies.

The World Wants Hass

Photo courtesy of Fresh Avocados - Love One Today.

The avocado is finicky about growing
conditions. In the first place, it is highly
sensitive to freezes (only the hardiest
Mexican varieties could adapt even to the
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benign climate of Southern California)
and greedy for water.
These considerations limit possible
growing areas, particularly in California.
The two largest-producing counties are on
the state’s southern coast: Ventura (with
19,722 planted acres in 2019) and San
Diego (17,289 planted acres in 2019).
Even so, California’s output remains
tremendous: summer estimates for the
2020 crop were close to 400 million
pounds, as opposed to last season’s
216.6 million pounds. The state’s peak
season runs from March to September,
with some production continuing
into October.
There has long been talk of producing avocados in California’s munificent
Central Valley, but at present, talk is
practically all there is.
Despite their gigantic agricultural output, the Central Valley counties of Fresno
and Tulare can boast only 105 planted
acres of avocados combined.
Climate remains the chief concern.
“Despite avocados being grown commercially in areas that can experience extreme
heat,” explains DeLyser, “the heat is not
a regular event like it is in the Central
Valley, where temperatures routinely
exceed 100°F for many weeks at a time
during the summer. Likewise, commercial
growing regions can experience frosts and
on occasion hard freezes, but temperatures do not routinely drop below freezing
like they can during the winter in the
Central Valley.”
The GEM variety, which “some growers are quite enthusiastic about,” according to DeLyser, shows some promise for
this area.
The Hass could be improved: its fruit
grows on the outside of the tree, making
it prone to sunburn and scarring; it has a
tendency toward alternate bearing (which
explains, in part, the huge discrepancy
between the 2019 and 2020 California
crops); and it is susceptible to high heat,
salinity, and pests.
But it is unlikely to lose its place on the
throne for avocado varieties anytime soon.
“The world wants Hass,” emphasizes Mauricio Lopez, general manager
of sales for the Colombian firm Green
SuperFood Company.

Rising Imports

Mexico is by far the largest supplier of
the fruit to the United States. According
www.producebluebook.com
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to Escobedo, Mexico’s market share for
Hass avocados (which accounts for the
vast majority of U.S. sales), was 83 percent in 2019; this year it is expected to be
closer to 80 percent.
Last year, because of an unusually small
crop, California had 8 percent of the market: this year, it is projected to be about
12 percent. Peru’s share is expected to be
the same as in 2019, 7 percent. Chile’s
share is a little over 1 percent.
Mexico
Mexico’s avocado crop accounts for
approximately $2.3 billion of the nation’s
annual exports (pricing out domestic
consumers, as we have seen).
“Production volume from January to
October of 2019 reached 1.83 million
tons, 4.3 percent higher in comparison to 2018,” reports USDA’s Foreign
Agricultural Service (FAS), adding, “The
largest supply of avocados harvested is
from October to February, an average
supply from March to May, and the low
season is from June to September.”
By far the largest producing state is
Michoacán in the west, with 414,506
planted acres in 2019-20 out of a national
total of 581,478 acres, according to FAS
figures. Of Mexico’s exports, 75 percent
go to the United States.
Mexico’s peak production—October
through February—dovetails almost
perfectly with California’s peak of
March through September, ensuring
consistent supply and creating a remarkable symbiosis between the two nations’
avocado industries.
Peru
Peru remains a small but significant
supplier. “This year Peru will export 180
million pounds to the United States,
basically the same as 2019—even with
the challenges that Covid provided,”
notes Xavier Equihua, president and
CEO of the Washington, D.C.-based
Peruvian Avocado Commission.
Exports to the United States account
for about 30 percent of Peru’s shipments,
which mostly go to the European Union
and United Kingdom.
Peru has been in the U.S. market
since 2011, according to Equihua, and is
slowly building market share. “When a
new origin comes into any market, especially the United States, it takes time to
create traction,” he emphasizes. Peru has
had a very good learning curve, in part

because top importers and retailers are
handling the fruit. “We forget how many
years it took Mexico to gain traction,”
he says.
Peru’s production takes place during
“a very condensed window—basically,
mid-June to mid-September,” Equihua
explains. By increasing hectarage and
planting in different areas, Peru plans to
expand its export window to the United
States to May through October in the
coming years.
One advantage Peru has, Equihua
points out, is that the entire country
is permitted to export to the United
States, unlike Mexico, which can only
export avocados from the state of
Michoacán. Colombia can also export
the fruit, but must contend with more
restrictive conditions.
Colombia
Hass Avocado Board’s Escobedo says
Colombia is the “newest origin” for
avocados, with plenty of investment going
into production. Although he characterizes volume as relatively small, there’s
great potential.
Green SuperFood, based in Colombia,
is primed to leverage the country’s
natural advantages.
“We’re in the tropics,” says Lopez,
“so in Colombia we don’t have problems
with water as a natural resource.” The
region has rainfall of 2,000 millimeters
per year (79 inches), so “you don’t need
to take much water from other sources.”
Labor costs are low, and the country’s
political situation has stabilized recently.
Challenges for Colombia are principally
phytosanitary, Escobedo observes, at least
as far as the United States is concerned.
Green SuperFood plans to plant 2,500
hectares (6,177 acres) in Colombia and
another 2,500 hectares in Brazil, between
São Paolo and Minas Gerais.
Although Lopez concedes the United
States is “a good market,” the chief destination for the Colombian crop is Europe,
and the company has established a distributor, Farmers’ Home, in the Netherlands.
The Brazilian crop, on the other hand,
will be used to develop the domestic
market in that nation.

at retail; as of August 2020, the yearly
count was already at 25 million.
The coronavirus has been cited as a
factor. The idea is that people rushing
through the supermarket will grab a
whole bag of avocados rather than taking
the time to select them piece by piece.
The industry sees growth in derivative products as well, with avocados used
in mayonnaise, shampoo, and soaps.
Avocado oil is sold, and avocado milk has
even been introduced.
Of course, Escobedo notes, these products don’t compete with the fresh market:
they use fruit that won’t make a grade
suitable for retail.
Offspring of the tree in Rudolph
Hass’ backyard has given rise to an enormous global industry that retains great
growth potential.
Equihua considers the United States a
“mature market,” albeit one that still has
growth potential. “The European market
is the one that’s consistently growing,” he
says. “In my opinion it will surpass the
United States in five years.”
Other trends, Equihua believes, continue to favor the avocado, such as the
increased emphasis on healthy eating in
the United States. It is also an important
staple in vegan and vegetarian diets, being
one of very few fruits with protein.
From all this, we can conclude that the
avocado will not soon be toppled from its
pinnacle of success.

Richard Smoley, editor for Blue Book
Services, Inc., has more than 40 years of
experience in magazine writing and editing, and is the former managing editor of
California Farmer magazine. A graduate
of Harvard and Oxford universities, he
has published 11 books.

Bags and Beyond

At a retail level, sales of bagged avocados have increased. Escobedo points out
that last year, 17.9 million bags were sold

38 — Produce Blueprints | November/December 2020

Spotlight_Avocados.indd 38

11/4/20 9:52 AM

