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FROM GROVE TO MARKET 
Supporting olive farmers in the West Bank  

The Israeli occupation has restricted access to fertile land and important water 

sources for Palestinians in the West Bank. The occupation and associated 

policies have, damaged agricultural production capacity, severely undermined 

Palestinian development, and contributed to poverty and unemployment. 

Investment in the sector remains of great importance, even within this context 

of occupation. Not only is the agricultural production in the West Bank a 

major contributor to the protection of land from confiscation and settlement, it 

is an important source of income that accounts for nearly one quarter of 

Palestinian exports. 1   

Recognizing this, Oxfam and its partners have implemented the ‘From Grove to 

Market’ programme, which worked with Palestinian olive growers to help them 

improve their produce and market their olive oil. By supporting the development 

of farmer organizations, market linkages and strengthening relevant local policy, 

Oxfam hopes that olive oil can provide a route out of poverty for marginalized 

Palestinian farmers. This case study focuses on what Oxfam has learned 

through the implementation of the programme.
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INTRODUCTION 
The Israeli occupation of the West Bank has led to a high prevalence of 

poverty and unemployment in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT). In the 

West Bank, the continued construction of illegal Israeli settlements,2  the 

demolition of Palestinian homes and essential infrastructure and movement 

restrictions all severely undermine Palestinian development. The World Bank 

has recently estimated that if businesses and farms were permitted to develop 

in Area C, this would add as much as 35 percent to the Palestinian GDP, or 

about US$3.4 billion.3  

The occupation has significantly undermined agricultural production capacity in 

the OPT. The construction of the Israeli-built wall, which cuts deep inside the 

West Bank, has resulted in the loss of agricultural land,4 including some of the 

most productive land, as well as important water sources. The ongoing 

limitations imposed by the Israeli occupation and the continued expansion of 

illegal settlements continue to restrict Palestinian access to vital fertile land 

and water resources. 5 As many as 800,000 olive trees have been uprooted 

during the Israeli occupation.6 

As a result of the economic destruction wrought by the occupation, more than 

one-third of Palestinians living in the West Bank struggle to provide food for 

their families and unemployment levels have risen up to 26.5 percent.7 This 

poses an urgent need for investment in rural agriculture to help thousands of 

families overcome poverty, unemployment and hunger.  

According to the Palestinian Authority, Agriculture is “not only an economic 

activity and source of income, but also a major contributor to the protection of 

land from confiscation and settlement. It supports the achievement of food 

security, provides employment for 11.5% of the labour force, contributes 5.6% 

to the GDP, and accounts for 21% of total exports.”8   

Specifically, olive cultivation provides employment and income for some 

100,000 families.9 Thus, if farmers can get the appropriate training and 

support, the olive industry has huge potential to boost the rural economy and 

help thousands of Palestinian families reach higher income potential within the 

context of an occupation. 

Recognizing this, Oxfam and its partners implemented the „From Grove to 

Market’ programme, which helps Palestinian farmers improve the quality and 

quantity of their oil and reach local and international markets.   
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ABOUT OXFAM‟S 
PROGRAMME 

Smallholder agriculture in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT) faces a 

series of critical and interdependent issues that continue to affect the ability of 

farmers to develop viable and sustainable business models. Restricted access 

to markets due to Israeli-imposed trade restrictions and local regulatory 

limitations on cooperatives‟ ability to trade beyond community boundaries 

decrease productivity and profit margins for cooperatives. As a result, the 

predominant business models in the sector are changing, with a shift towards 

privately owned trading companies. These new enterprises are typically limited 

by an absence of finance for investing in value-adding technology and an over-

dependence on grants from donors. They also experience limited support from 

public or private business development services.  

The cost of Palestinian olive oil production is relatively high in comparison to 

other olive oil producing countries in the Mediterranean region. However, 

Palestinian olive oil maintains strong export potential. Its natural characteristics 

and relatively high phenol content give Palestinian olive oil a relatively spicy 

taste and aroma. Furthermore, low use of pesticides makes it easier for 

Palestinians to transition to organic farming, while the growing Fair Trade and 

solidarity markets have helped Palestinian olive oil to find its way onto the 

shelves of a number of major supermarkets. The increased prices that result 

from access to these higher value markets make it attractive for farmers to 

export their oil. 

Olive farmers are working hard to realise this potential, but many challenges 

remain. First, with limited resources the Ministry of Agriculture is currently 

unable to provide the quantity and quality of technical support that olive 

farmers need. Olive farmers‟ organisations offer a partial solution to this 

problem; however, small-scale producers, especially women, are often 

marginalized due to their lack of representation in these organizations. With 

the benefit of collective action and the aggregation of resources, such as joint 

storage, pressing and marketing, co-operatives offer multiple advantages for 

small-holders, but most producers are not organised under co-operatives.  

As such, the „From Grove to Market‟ programme worked with small- and 

medium-scale farmers, particularly with women who farm, from vulnerable and 

poor households in the West Bank. The programme aimed to improve the 

livelihoods of both men and women who farm in Palestine through supporting 

fair and equitable access to both domestic and international commercial 

markets for olive oil. Increasing access to effective and innovative extension 

services also allowed the programme to support increased agricultural 

productivity and quality standards among subsistence and small-scale 

producers.  

The programme was also designed to increase international demand for 

Palestinian olive oil through improved marketing and linkages across the value 

chain through the provision of capacity building and support in building 

stronger relationships between farmers and export companies.  
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Programme activities included: 

• The establishment, strengthening and expansion of producer groups, and 

support for individual cooperatives to join together to create regional 

federations. By supporting collective action among small-scale farmers, the 

programme can enhance their access to productive assets, product 

certification and markets that otherwise would be largely closed to individual 

producers;  

• Enhancing the management, technical, operational and marketing capacity 

of the cooperatives and federations through coaching and organizational 

development support;  

• Supporting regional federations by helping them  develop strategic and 

business plans and build their capacity to manage various environmental, 

market, production and business risks;   

• Working with the federations to review their membership practices and to 

expand their membership to more marginalized women and men.  

The programme's work has resulted in many achievements, including: 

• Improved dialogue between the government, the private sector and olive oil 

producers. The From Grove to Market programme research in cooperation 

with the Ministry of Agriculture found that olive oil producers are losing 20 

Million ILS (about $5.3 million) annually in olive press residue. The 

programme facilitated dialogue between press owners, producers and the 

Ministry of Agriculture  and was able to reduce the amount lost by 4 Million 

ILS through press owners using the right pressing techniques and the 

Ministry of Agriculture improving their press monitoring system; 

• Introduced producers to new and innovative harvesting techniques which 

then resulted in reducing olive oil production costs, thus increasing the 

competitiveness of Palestinian olive oil in international markets;  

• Increased producers‟ opportunity to market their olive oil nationally and 

internationally. Coordination and dialogue between producers and exporters 

improved the flow of information about olive oil availability and quality; 

• A significant increase in the participation of women in the production of olive 

oil, as a result of targeted training efforts; 

• Improvements in the regulatory framework, for example the legal 

registration of producer groups as cooperatives and federations; 

• The development of representative and regulatory bodies, such as the 

newly-created Palestinian Agricultural Cooperative Union (PACU). The 

programme is supporting PACU through building staff capacities so they are 

able to influence decision makers on behalf of agricultural cooperatives and 

to bolster marketing efforts.  
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WHAT DID OXFAM LEARN? 

Demand-driven support  

The programme adopted a „demand-driven‟ approach to support the 

development of the cooperatives, with tailored training and coaching 

developed based on their needs. Oxfam considered this to be the most 

appropriate approach as cooperatives are much more likely to accept 

programme interventions that are based on their needs, are relevant and can 

be immediately applied to their businesses.   

An important challenge faced by the programme was how to find the right 

balance between providing subsidized or even free goods and services, in 

order to support certain short-term outcomes and more market-driven and 

sustainable approaches that would have longer-term impacts.  

Experience from the programme suggests that it can be effective to combine 

demand-driven and targeted services within enterprise development activities. 

Demand-driven services were much more successful with existing businesses, 

while targeted services were more effective in addressing specific and 

immediate problems associated with vulnerable groups, such as youth and 

women.  

Supplying goods and services (harvesting equipments, tools, training and 

coaching) proved an effective way to address the immediate needs of 

vulnerable groups. However, to make such a direct targeting approach more 

impactful, during the programme design, clear and effective qualifying criteria, 

guidelines, and a clear exit strategy were developed in order to avoid market 

distortions. 

Adopting market-oriented approaches 

There is now a consensus on the need to move towards more market-oriented 

approaches where business models are created as opposed to other services 

that are dependent on foreign aid. The programme has also taken the role as a 

facilitator between the different stakeholders in order to create new 

opportunities; this approach is more effective and sustainable because the 

change comes from the bottom to the top and is not only relying on donor 

funds.  However, opinions differ on how to put this into practice when it comes 

to vulnerable groups, such as people living in poverty, youth and women. The 

programme also designed the capacity-building component on the basis of 

needs assessments that were oriented towards business development, and to 

link support to areas with the potential for the highest return or impact.   

The advantages of using local service providers 

Using local service providers to deliver business development services such 

as trainings, coaching and mentoring to cooperative members proved to be 

cost-effective for projects, economical and efficient because producers who 

attended the trainings tended to be receptive to mentoring by a successful 

local service provider in their selected trade. The promotion of a network of 
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service providers helped to ensure the quality of the services being delivered 

and promoted constructive competition among local service providers.  

Doing effective capacity building and empowerment  

There were challenges in strengthening the capacity of the farmer federations 

to provide effective and efficient business services that were accessible to 

poor and vulnerable producers. Two things emerged as being particularly 

important in relation to capacity building. 

When doing capacity building through training, mentoring and coaching, the 

relevance of the training content and the quality, appropriateness and 

pragmatism of the delivery methods used by trainers were all critical to 

enabling the trainees to put the skills and knowledge acquired during training 

into practice.   

The experiences of this programme also suggest that building positive 

attitudes and entrepreneurial thinking among cooperative leaders, members 

and producer groups is extremely important. More empowered groups are 

more likely to make effective use of the business development services that 

they receive, and to take the risks necessary for the development and success 

of their collective businesses.  

Working with government 

The programme approach included working with Palestinian government and 

district level structures – including the district offices of the Ministry of Labour 

and the Ministry of Agriculture – to deliver business development services. 

This made cooperatives‟ access to enterprise development services easier, 

increased the likelihood of programme sustainability and boosted local-level 

cooperative and enterprise development after the projects had ended.  

The challenge in working with government bodies is their limited capacity and 

sometimes bureaucratic approach. However, the programme found that 

working with field staff is often the best way to engage with government 

bodies. Oxfam supported the capacity building of field staff from relevant 

ministries, as well as lobbying with the local media and stakeholders to 

encourage government bodies to assume greater responsibility. 

The previous experience of the program has revealed the importance of joining 

both service providers and government bodies into one comprehensive 

network, which played a major role in strengthening the quality of service 

delivery and promoting constructive competition among local providers.  In 

addition, building the capacity of farmers‟ organizations, their representatives, 

and the relevant government ministries can support the sustainability of 

interventions beyond the lifespan of the programme.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT 
STEPS  

Oxfam‟s experience with supporting the formation of producer groups, 

cooperatives and regional federations to support development in the olive oil 

sector has shown some promising initial results.  

Going forward, the focus should be on building the capacity of service 

providers and enhancing the business linkages between them and the 

cooperatives for mutual benefit. As these relationships develop, there should 

be less need for the programme to offer direct financial assistance to the 

cooperatives.  

In addition, it will be essential to maintain a programme of mentoring, 

accompaniment and continuous reinforcement of the new skills and knowledge 

that the farmers and cooperatives have acquired through training. Refresher 

training will be essential to maintain and embed the new learning in support of 

practical changes.   
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