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RECENT CHANGES IN THE NEW ZEALAND
KIWIFRUIT INDUSTRY

A.R. Ferguson N. Lallu K.]. Patterson
HortResearch,Private Bag 92 169.Auckland ,New Zealand

Abstract The New Zealand kiwifruit industry has made a good recovery from the depressed
trading conditions that affected kiwifruit industries of most countries at the beginning of this
decade. The total area planted has decreased but orchard hpx_'oductivity has increased. and
changes in harvesting and postharvest procedures have lead to more consistent fruit quality at
the same time as a r\edugtéon.in costs. Industry structures have changed to allow for more
efficient marketing. ﬂ(e ZT-ES'P'RI‘N branding has already assisted sales and promotion and
should help maintain the premium that New Zealand kiwifruit enjoy in overseas markets.
The development and release of the cultivar ‘Hort16A’ (a selection of Actinidia chinensis) is
probably the most fundamental change to the industry since ‘Hayward’ (A. deliciosa)

became the dominant cultivar on the export market.

1. The kiwifruit industry in New Zealand
1.1 New Zealand’s market share

During the last 15 years, the New Zealand kiwifruit industry has had to respond to
increased competition, particularly from California, Chile and Italy, in its key markets.
New Zealand is no longer the largest producer of kiwifruit in the world-—that position
has been held by Italy for most of the last decade. However, New Zealand is still the
dominant player in world kiwifruit trade, partly because its production is almost entirely
for export and because local consumption is insignificant. It also puts the most effort
into the promotion of kiwifruit. Furthermore, kiwifruit contribute uniquely to the New
Zealand economy, being the sixth or seventh most valuable export. Currently, kiwifruit
exports are worth more to New Zealand than apple exports, although the relative
positions of the two crops can change according to marketing conditions.

It is difficult to quote precise statistics because production has been changing so
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rapidly from year to year, production figures for China have also not been included. The
trends, however, are unmistakable. In 1983, total world kiwifruit production from
commercial orchards was 81 500 tonnes, of which New Zealand produced almost 60%.
By 1990~1992, world production had increased more than tenfold to 840 000 tonnes. of
which New Zealand’s share had fallen to about 30%. By 1997, world production had
further increased to just over one million tonnes but New Zealand’s share had again
dropped, this time to about 25%. Although kiwifruit production worldwide ktas
increased remarkably over the last fifteen years, it still represents less than 1% of total

fresh fruit production.
1. 2 Kiwifruit orchards in New Zealand

The rapid increases in total production inevitably led to reduced market prices and
hence reduced returns to growers in all countries producing kiwifruit. The New Zealand
industry was hard hit. From 1987~1991, the area planted in kiwifruit in New Zealand
had remained stable at a maximum of about 15 800 ha but since then has fallen to an
almost constant 10 400 planted hectares. -

The Bay of Plenty was the o;.iginal centre of the kiwifruit industry in New Zealand
but during the boom years, kiwifruit were also planted in other areas. Some of these
areas were only marginally suitable and other crops were more profitable: with the
reduction in total plantings, the industry has consolidated back to the Bay ot Plenty
which now has about 80% of the total New Zealand plantings. ,

The decline in the number of growers is even more dramatic: in 1990 there were
just over 4100 growers, in 1997 sori;e 1800 growers. There was a disproportionately
large loss of those growers who had orchards of 2 ha or smaller, and there has therefore
been consolidation within the industry with the average kiwifruit production per grower
increasing by 50% between 1992 and 1997. The average orchard size in 1997 was 5.7 ha
producing 31 300 trays. Many orchard owners now lease their orchards to orchard
management companies or contract out aspects of management and harvesting and

therefore have reduced input into kiwifruit growing.
1.3 New Zealand production and exports

New Zealand kiwifruit production and export sales has now stabilised at about 60
million trays per year, although there are some fluctuations from year to year, largely
depending on the weather and trading conditions. This is equivalent to about 200 000
tonnes of fruit as the New Zealand standard tray (the unit usually quoted in industry
statistics ) contains a minimum of 3.6 kg fruit. Export destinations can also vary
accordingly to cconomic changes and currency strengths. Currently about 20% of the
New Zealand crops goes to Germany, 30%~35% to other European countries, 20% ~
25% to Japan, about 10% to other Asian countries and about 5% to the United States.
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Although kiwifruit are exported to some 60 countries and much emphasis is placed on
developing new markets, almost 80% of the crop is still exported to two destinations:
Europe and Japan. Kiwifruit sales in Europe are markedly affected by weather
conditions in Italy, and hence the size of the Italian crop, and the abundance of other
summer fruit. Although New Zealand and Italy are in opposing hemispheres there can
be competition between them at both ends of their respective marketing seasons. In
Europe, during the kiwifruit marketing season from May to November/December New

Zealand has nearly 80% of the total market.
1.4 Returns to growers

Returns to growers have fluctuated greatly since 1992, with a low of $NZ 3. 85 per
tray that year to a projected high of $NZ 6.412in 1998 ($NZ 1=c. $US 0. 55). More
significantly, when vyields per hectare, fruit losses, other costs and currency

fluctuations are taken into account, the orchard gate returns for growers over the period
1992~1997 have ranged between $NZ 3000 and $ NZ 18 200 per hectare. Correcting
for inflation, these returns are considerably lower than those enjoyed during the years
1980 to 1985, but the New Zealand industry has recovered from the disastrously low
prices worldwide for kiwifruit in 1992 faster than have the industries of most other

countries.

2. Recent changes in orchard management

Orchard productivity has increased markedly over the past five years from about
4600 trays (16. 6 tonnes) per hectare of export quality fruit to more than 6000 trays
(21. 6 tonnes) per hectare, although this does vary according to the season. Going
further back in time, it is difficult to distinguish increases in productivity due to better
management from increases due to young orchards achieving full production as the vines
mature. Furthermore, the orchards removed during the years up to 1994 would have
generally been those that were less productive. Increases in productivity have

compensated, in part, for the decline in average returns per tray.
2.1 Training systems and canopy management

T-bar and pergela systems are essentially the only two systems now used and the
other systems tested in the 1980s are no longer popular. On T-bar systems, low wires
are commonly used to provide additional support to the canes to minimise the effects of
wind and tractor damage. There has been a noticeable conversion of canopies from T-
bars to pergola systems to enhance productivity and to reduce fruit damage. It is likely
that A. chinensis cultivars will be generally grown on pergola systems.

Growers are paying more attention to canopy management to ensure maximum light
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