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S E C T O R  S P O T L I G H T

Egypt's Quiet Rise to Olive Oil Nation

Sixty-eight percent of Egypt's olive oil exports go to Spain — as anonymous bulk for blending into bottles 

labelled 'Product of Spain.' The world's largest table olive producer, largest date grower, and ninth-largest 

olive oil maker has no branded agricultural product that anyone outside the country can name.

Q U I C K  FA CTS

Market Size ~45,000 tonnes olive oil • 650,000 tonnes table olives (#1 globally) • ~1.87M tonnes 
dates (#1 globally) • exports $35M in 2024, up 76%

Unique Advantage 82% currency depreciation since 2016 made production costs globally competitive • 
crisis-forged founders built vertically integrated export chains

Biggest Challenge Military economic opacity — NSPO owns 49 companies across food and agriculture • 
most prominent food founder imprisoned for refusing a military merger

Timing Factor Gulf sovereign wealth funds deployed $38B into Egyptian assets 2022–2024 • no 
private agricultural brand acquired yet • Ras El-Hekma signals food next

“The domestic premium market became significantly more profitable than the low offers we receive from 

importers.”

Ramy Naguib Rammah, Co-owner, Rammah Farms

Olive Oil Times, 2024

MARKETS: Egypt

SECTORS: Olive Oil & Agriculture · Gourmet Foods · Natural Beauty
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G E O G R A P H I C  C O N T E X T

Egypt Olive Oil & Specialty Agriculture: 

Geographic Distribution

© OpenStreetMap contributors · © CARTO

World's largest table olive grower — and its oil leaves as someone else's product.

Matrouh–Siwa corridor — Egypt's westernmost governorate contains 280,000 date palms and 70,000 ancient 
olive trees in the Siwa Oasis, designated a FAO Globally Important Agricultural Heritage System in 2016. Three 
brands in this report operate from the Matrouh corridor, including producers supplying specialty retailers in 
Europe and the Gulf.

Wadi Natrun (Beheira) — The Cairo–Alexandria Desert Road olive belt is Egypt's premium EVOO epicentre. Wadi 
Food's Domaine Natroun operates 2,000+ hectares of organic groves here. Beheira governorate accounts for 
three brands including international award-winners at NYIOOC. The corridor's proximity to Alexandria port 
enables direct export logistics.

Nile Delta (Gharbia) — Kutur village in Gharbia governorate is the world's principal source of jasmine absolute. 
A. Fakhry & Co. built a global aroma chemicals business on the back of this hyperlocal crop advantage. Two 
brands cluster in the Delta's agricultural heartland.

Fayoum depression — Sixty kilometres southwest of Cairo, Fayoum's mild winters and mineral-rich soils 
support herb cultivation and essential oil extraction. Nefertari's natural beauty operation sources locally from a 
supply base serving export markets in Russia, China, and Japan. Two brands operate from this governorate.

Bahariya Oasis (Giza) — At the edge of the Western Desert, Linah Farms' 3,000-acre Medjool date operation with 
80,000+ palms demonstrates that Egyptian premium date production can match Jordanian and Israeli varieties 
at scale. Canadian-Egyptian second-generation ownership brings western export market access.

* * *

© Brandmine 2026 3

https://www.openstreetmap.org/copyright
https://carto.com/attributions


Brandmine | Sector Spotlight | Egypt's Quiet Rise to Olive Oil Nation

S E C T O R  N A R R AT I V E

Sixty-eight percent of Egypt’s olive-oil exports leave as anonymous bulk — shipped in tankers to Spain, 

blended into bottles labelled “Product of Spain.” The world’s largest table-olive producer, largest date 

grower, and ninth-largest olive-oil maker runs a $260-million-a-year export sector whose brands no 

global investor, buyer, or analyst can name. It is not a quality problem — Wadi Food has won NYIOOC 

golds, A. Fakhry processes more jasmine than any company on earth, SEKEM just won a UNEP 

Champions of the Earth award — but a structural one: Arabic-language registries, chronic currency 

chaos, and a military economy that jailed Egypt’s most prominent food founder for refusing to surrender 

his company.

From pharaonic groves to presidential 

ambition

Egypt’s relationship with the olive tree predates written agriculture — Dynasty XVIII tomb paintings depict olive 
harvests circa 1570 BCE. But the modern commercial sector barely exists before the 1970s. What happened 
between then and now is three generations of founders planting in literal desert, surviving crises that would 
have destroyed less stubborn people, and building something the world has not yet noticed.

The setup phase was individual and eccentric. In 1955, Ahmed Fakhry returned from the Paris École 
Polytechnique and introduced jasmine to the Nile Delta village of Kutur. In 1977, Dr. Ibrahim Abouleish — an 
Egyptian pharmacologist who had spent nineteen years in Austria — purchased 70 hectares of desert northeast 
of Cairo. His first two investments: a tractor and a piano. The farm became SEKEM (سيكم), the Arab world’s first 
biodynamic operation. In 1984, the Freiji and Nasrallah families fled the Lebanese Civil War — not to safety in 
Europe, but into Egypt’s uncertain economy. By 1986 they had planted 7,000 olive trees along the Cairo–
Alexandria Desert Road.

The catalyst phase brought institutional validation. In 2000, Wadi Food (وادي فود) won the IOC’s SIO Award for 
best organic olive oil — the first international quality recognition for Egyptian EVOO. In 2003, SEKEM received 
the Right Livelihood Award, the so-called Alternative Nobel, generating the Harvard case study that remains the 
most-cited academic work on Egyptian social enterprise. The decisive institutional shift came in 2015, when 
Egypt rejoined the International Olive Council and President Sisi launched the 100 million olive tree initiative. At 
the time the country had approximately 25 million trees. By 2026, 23 million new ones have been planted.

Then the pound collapsed. And the sector’s true character revealed itself — not in the brands that grew during 
the good years, but in the founders who refused to leave during the worst ones.

What the databases miss

On November 3, 2016, the Central Bank of Egypt floated the pound. Overnight, it fell from 8.85 to approximately 
18 per dollar. Between 2022 and 2024, four more discrete shocks took it from 15.7 to roughly 50. Total 
depreciation since 2016: approximately 82%.

That figure alone does not explain why Egyptian agricultural brands remain invisible. The explanation requires 
understanding three overlapping barriers that no conventional intelligence platform can penetrate.

The first is linguistic opacity. Egypt’s General Authority for Free Zones and Investment operates seven separate 
commercial registrars — none fully digitised, none searchable in English, and account creation requires an 
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Egyptian national ID. Ownership verification for any Egyptian company means Arabic-language field research. 
This is not a minor inconvenience. It means that the standard tools of Western business intelligence — 
Crunchbase, PitchBook, Euromonitor brand share data — produce blank screens for the sector’s most 
consequential players.

The second is military economic coercion. Egypt’s National Service Projects Organisation owns 49 companies 
spanning agriculture, food processing, and water bottling. The Juhayna case makes the stakes concrete. In 
December 2020, Safwan Thabet — founder of Egypt’s largest dairy company — was arrested after refusing 
requests from a sovereign body to merge his facilities with a military operation. His son Seif was arrested two 
months later after refusing to surrender the family’s entire equity stake without compensation. Both were 
charged under terrorism laws, held in solitary confinement, and released only in January 2023 after IMF 
pressure. The UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention confirmed their detention violated international law.

For agricultural brands, this means that civilian ownership verification is not academic due diligence. It is 
existential risk assessment. Of the brands profiled in this sector, eight have been confirmed civilian-owned 
against Carnegie Endowment military economy documentation and available GAFI registry data. Four require 
Arabic-language follow-up.

The third barrier is analytical blindness. The world’s major agricultural databases track Egypt’s production 
volumes — the IOC publishes olive output, the FAO tracks dates, UN Comtrade records trade flows. But the step 
from aggregate data to individual brand intelligence does not exist. No platform connects the 76% surge in olive 
oil exports to the specific companies driving it. No database maps the 24 exporters to their founders, their crisis 
histories, or their ownership structures. Euromonitor can tell you the size of the Egyptian olive oil market. It 
cannot tell you that the country’s leading producer was founded by Lebanese refugees who fled a civil war, or 
that the company attracting Japanese investment is the same one whose EVOO beats Italian competition at the 
world’s most prestigious olive oil awards.

The intelligence exists. It is scattered across Arabic-language trade media, Egyptian corporate registries, IOC 
competition results, and sustainability reports that no one outside the sector reads. It has not been assembled 
anywhere — until now.

Five corridors, five characters

Egyptian specialty agriculture is not one sector. It is five distinct corridors, each shaped by geography, water, 
and historical accident — and each producing something the world wants.

The Matrouh–Siwa corridor anchors the heritage olive narrative. Matrouh governorate holds Egypt’s only 
registered olive oil Geographical Indication. Siwa Oasis — designated a Globally Important Agricultural Heritage 
Systems site by the FAO in 2016 — shelters 70,000 ancient olive trees and 280,000 date palms irrigated by 
underground aquifer. The cultivars are local: Shamlali, Maraqi, Hamed, Wateken. Academic testing confirms 
true extra-virgin quality. Yet no dominant branded olive oil has emerged from Siwa — the commercial story 
there is dates, not oil.

The Wadi Natrun–Noubareya corridor is where modern Egyptian olive oil actually happens. Along the Cairo–
Alexandria Desert Road, deep aquifer access and proximity to ports have attracted the largest concentration of 
commercial olive groves. Wadi Food operates 2,000+ hectares of organic groves here, producing 1,000–1,300 
tonnes of olive oil annually — including the single-origin Coratina that wins international medals. New capital 
continues to flow: Hegazi Group’s Al-Kinana-Mufaza division recently committed EGP 25 million to a 3,000-
feddan olive operation in the same corridor.

The Nile Delta jasmine belt is the most surprising cluster. The village of Kutur in Gharbeya Governorate 
produces approximately 98% of Egyptian jasmine — which represents a commanding share of world 
production. A. Fakhry & Co. (أ. فخري وشركاه) alone processes up to 2,500 tonnes of jasmine blossoms annually. 
This concentration exists because one man introduced the crop in 1955, and subsequent generations expanded 
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cultivation until perfumery houses including those of Edmond Roudnitska and Jean-Paul Guerlain made 
personal sourcing visits.

Fayoum–Beni Suef supplies the botanical backbone — 342 cultivated aromatic and medicinal plant species in a 
semi-arid climate ideal for essential oil production. Nefertari sources here; SEKEM contracts farms across the 
governorate. The essential oils that leave Fayoum arrive in France, the United States, and Germany as inputs to 
the global fragrance industry — $63 million in Egyptian essential oil exports annually.

Bahariya Oasis, 370 kilometres from Cairo, is date country. The isolation is the advantage — desert 
microclimate, pest-free conditions, and groundwater access produce premium Medjool and Barhi dates. Linah 
Farms operates 3,000 acres here with 80,000+ palms. Egypt produces  1.87 million tonnes of dates annually — 
more than any country on earth — yet exports only 2.5% of its harvest. China’s 2024 approval of 12 Egyptian 
date varieties for import may begin to change that equation.

The five corridors share one structural feature: every major brand in them is vertically integrated. The founders 
who survived the currency crisis did so because they controlled their own supply chains — growing their own 
botanicals, pressing their own oil, distilling their own essences. When the pound collapsed and import costs 
multiplied, the vertically integrated producer’s cost base barely moved. This is not a coincidence. It is the 
selection effect of three decades of macroeconomic instability. The founders who depended on imported inputs 
did not survive long enough to appear in this map.

Those who stayed when quitting was rational

The 82% currency collapse tested every founder differently. What they share is a refusal to quit when the 
economics said they should.

Helmy Abouleish inherited a movement seven months after the pound’s devastating 2016 float. When his father 
Ibrahim died in June 2017, Helmy took control of not just a company but an ecosystem: 800+ contracted farms, 
a university, a pharmaceutical subsidiary, a textile operation — all running on biodynamic principles most 
Egyptian farmers considered eccentric. SEKEM’s 2016 sustainability report captures the paradox precisely: 
consolidated sales grew 29% to EGP 375.7 million, but earnings before tax collapsed to just EGP 0.5 million as 
currency losses consumed every gain. His response was structural: pivot the export share from 21% to 30% 
within twelve months. By 2024, the same model his father planted in the desert earned the UNEP Champions of 
the Earth award.

Tony Freiji’s story inverts the usual refugee narrative. The Freiji family did not flee Lebanon’s civil war to safety. 
They fled into Egypt’s uncertain economy and built the country’s most internationally recognised olive oil 
brand. Wadi Food’s Domaine Natroun — single-origin Coratina EVOO from their Wadi El Natrun groves — has 
won NYIOOC Gold medals in 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2023, plus the IOC’s Mario Solinas Award. When Mitsui — the 
Japanese trading giant — took a minority stake in 2023, it was during the depths of Egypt’s currency crisis. Not 
despite the crisis. During it.

Hussein Fakhry found a dead company. His father Ahmed had founded A. Fakhry & Co. in 1955 but retired in 
1981. By the time Hussein returned from Clark University in 1997, the business had been dormant for sixteen 
years. Over the next decade he rebuilt it from zero — securing ISO 9001, ISO 14001, ISO 22000, FSSC 22000, 
Demeter, USDA-NOP, Kosher, and Halal certifications. Revenue grew sevenfold. He became chairman of the 
International Federation of Essential Oils and Aroma Trades. The company is now the sole REACH registrant for 
several Egyptian botanical products in the EU. The village of Kutur, where his father first planted jasmine, still 
produces 98% of Egyptian output.

Mona Erian had an Oxford PhD in pharmacology, a daughter with severe allergic reactions to commercial 
skincare products, and no intention of starting a business. The allergic reactions became the catalyst. She 
began formulating natural products in her kitchen in 1996. What started as a mother solving a problem became 
Nefertari — نفرتاري — a company with 500+ products manufactured in Fayoum from locally sourced botanicals. 
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The local sourcing became a structural advantage during the currency crisis — while competitors importing raw 
materials watched costs multiply with every devaluation, Nefertari’s Egyptian supply chain functioned as a 
natural hedge. Her raw ingredients — the essential oils, the plant extracts, the beeswax — are all sourced within 
Fayoum governorate. When the pound fell 82%, her cost structure barely moved. Today the company exports to 
Russia, China, Kazakhstan, and Japan.

Linah Farms and Imtenan tell quieter versions of the same resilience. In Bahariya Oasis, 370 kilometres from 
Cairo, a Canadian-Egyptian family returned from North America to plant 80,000+ date palms in desert that 
conventional agriculture had written off. Their son Mohanad now runs a 3,000-acre operation exporting 
premium Medjool dates to 14 countries. When the currency crisis hit and export margins compressed, he 
pivoted to building domestic demand — a counterintuitive move that worked because Egyptian consumers, 
watching imported food prices multiply, were finally willing to pay premium prices for Egyptian-grown dates. In 
Cairo, a medical doctor named Ahmed Farouk built Egypt’s first health food chain from a family honey business 
that dates to 1982. Imtenan expanded from 24 to 50+ retail locations during the very years that should have 
killed a consumer-facing retail operation.

The breadbasket’s modern shame

Egyptian agricultural identity operates on a tension that shapes every brand in this sector. The pharaonic 
references are there — Nefertari named after Ramses II’s queen, SEKEM drawn from hieroglyphic vocabulary, 
Siwa brands trading on oasis mystique. But beneath the heritage positioning lies something more urgent: the 
shame of importing food in what was historically the breadbasket of the ancient world.

Egypt now imports over $12 billion in food annually, including 60% of its wheat. Multiple Egyptian produce 
shipments have been banned from European markets for chemical residues. The founders in this sector do not 
talk about nostalgia for pharaonic glory. They talk about national correction — rebuilding Egyptian agriculture 
from the ground up, with international certifications, organic practices, and vertically integrated supply chains 
that eliminate dependence on imported inputs.

Nefertari’s tagline “Proudly Made in Egypt” was radical when introduced — most Egyptian consumers 
associated quality with imported brands. SEKEM’s biodynamic model was dismissed as eccentric when Ibrahim 
Abouleish planted his first desert farm. Sara’s Organic Food built EU organic certification from scratch on a 972-
acre desert plot along the Cairo–Alexandria highway — the Cartier Women’s Initiative recognised the Swiss-
Egyptian founder in 2017, before most Egyptian consumers knew what organic certification meant.

The 82% currency collapse has made these choices prescient rather than idealistic. When imported ingredients 
cost five times what they did a decade ago, the founder who built a vertically integrated Egyptian supply chain 
is not just principled. She is structurally advantaged.

The window and what narrows it

Three forces are converging on Egyptian agriculture simultaneously, and their intersection creates a window 
that will not stay open.

The first is Gulf acquisition pressure. Between 2022 and 2024, Gulf sovereign wealth funds deployed over $38 
billion into Egyptian assets at crisis-depressed valuations. Abu Dhabi’s ADQ led the $35 billion Ras El-Hekma 
deal — the largest single FDI transaction in Egyptian history. Saudi Arabia’s PIF has taken $1.3 billion in equity 
stakes. The Olayan Group already acquired El Rashidi El Mizan — a 135-year-old Egyptian halva dynasty with 
60% market share — demonstrating that heritage food brands are targets. No major private agricultural brand 
has been acquired yet. That is not reassurance. It is a countdown.

The second is generational transition. At least four brands in this sector — SEKEM, A. Fakhry, Linah Farms, Wadi 
Food — are already in or approaching second-generation leadership. The founder who survived the 2016 float, 
the serial devaluations, and the military economy’s pressures may not survive the succession question. Egypt 
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has no established private equity ecosystem for founder-to-institutional transitions in agriculture. The path 
from family business to scaled enterprise runs through either Gulf acquisition or international partnership. Both 
windows are time-limited.

The third is export infrastructure maturation. The 100 million olive tree initiative has planted 23 million new 
trees since 2015. China opened its market to 12 Egyptian date varieties in 2024. Olive oil exports surged 76% in a 
single year — from 24 companies, five of which now exceed $1 million annually. Table olive exports have 
reached $226 million across 160 companies. Essential oil exports run at $63 million, with France, the United 
States, and Germany as primary destinations. The shift from bulk commodity to branded premium is underway 
— but it favours first movers. The brands that establish international positioning now will define the category. 
Those that wait will compete against Gulf-capitalised successors with deeper pockets and less interesting 
stories.

Not a revolution anyone announced

Wadi Food’s Domaine Natroun competes at the same NYIOOC medal level as elite Italian producers, yet 
commands a fraction of the recognition. A. Fakhry processes more jasmine than any company on earth, yet 
remains unknown outside the fragrance trade. SEKEM has operated biodynamic agriculture across 19 
governorates for 47 years, yet does not appear in any brand intelligence database.

The gaps between what these companies have built and what the world knows about them are not accidents. 
They are the product of Arabic-language registries that require national IDs to search, a military economy that 
makes ownership verification dangerous, and an 82% currency collapse that has kept the world’s attention on 
Egypt’s macroeconomic problems rather than the founders who solved them.

These brands have been here all along. Growing in the desert, winning international medals, surviving crises 
that would have ended lesser companies. Hiding in plain sight.

K E Y  TA K E A W AY

Currency crisis held Egyptian agriculture together for a decade. Civilian ownership verification is 

what will carry it into the next one.

* * *

S E C T O R  T I M E L I N E

The unlikely export nation

The decisive moments that shaped Egypt's specialty agricultural export sector — from desert planting to global 
market recognition.

Setup Catalyst Struggle Crisis Breakthrough Triumph

© Brandmine 2026 8



Brandmine | Sector Spotlight | Egypt's Quiet Rise to Olive Oil Nation

SETUP 1955

A. Fakhry & Co. founded
Ahmed Fakhry returns from the Paris École Polytechnique and introduces jasmine cultivation to Kutur village in the Nile 
Delta. The village will eventually produce 98% of Egyptian jasmine.

SETUP 1977

SEKEM founded in the desert
Dr. Ibrahim Abouleish purchases 70 hectares of desert near Belbeis after 19 years in Austria. His first two investments: a 
tractor and a piano. It becomes the Arab world's first biodynamic farm.

SETUP 1984

Lebanese refugees found Wadi Group
The Freiji and Nasrallah families flee the Lebanese Civil War and establish a poultry and agriculture conglomerate in Egypt. 
By 1986 they have planted 7,000 olive trees along the Cairo–Alexandria Desert Road.

CATALYST 2000

Wadi Food wins first IOC award
The SIO Award for best organic olive oil places Egyptian EVOO on the international quality map for the first time. Further 
NYIOOC Gold medals follow in 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2023.

CATALYST 2003

SEKEM wins Right Livelihood Award
The 'Alternative Nobel Prize' validates the biodynamic model before a global audience. Harvard Business School publishes 
a case study that remains the most-cited academic work on Egyptian social enterprise.

CATALYST 2015

100 million olive tree initiative launched
Egypt rejoins the International Olive Council and President Sisi announces the goal of planting 100 million olive trees. At 
the time, the country has approximately 25 million. By 2026, 23 million new trees have been planted.

CATALYST 2016

Siwa Oasis designated FAO heritage site
The FAO recognises Siwa's traditional date palm agroforestry as a Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems site — 
home to 280,000 date palms and 70,000 ancient olive trees.

CRISIS 2016-11-03

Egyptian pound floated — 50% overnight crash
The Central Bank floats the pound. It falls from 8.85 to approximately 18 per dollar overnight. SEKEM's earnings collapse to 
near-zero despite 29% revenue growth. The company pivots export share from 21% to 30% within twelve months.

TRIUMPH 2020

Egypt becomes world's #1 table olive producer
The IOC announces Egypt produced 610,000 tonnes in the 2019 crop, surpassing Spain for the first time. A decade of 
planting and crisis-driven efficiency pays off.

CRISIS 2020-12

Juhayna founder arrested
Safwan Thabet is detained after refusing requests from a sovereign body to merge his dairy facilities with a military 
operation. His son Seif is arrested two months later. Both are held until January 2023.

CRISIS 2022–2024

Serial devaluations — pound falls to 50 per dollar
Four discrete currency shocks across two years take the pound from 15.7 to approximately 50 per dollar. Food inflation 
peaks at 68.2%. Manufacturers describe pricing chaos — quoting one price in the morning and a different one by 
afternoon.
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BREAKTHROUGH 2023

Mitsui invests in Wadi Group
The Japanese trading giant takes a minority stake in Wadi Poultry during the depths of the currency crisis — a contrarian 
signal of international confidence in crisis-tested Egyptian agriculture.

CRISIS 2024-02

Ras El-Hekma deal — $35B UAE investment
ADQ-led consortium commits the largest FDI in Egyptian history, enabling the March 6 currency float to 49–50 EGP per 
dollar. Gulf sovereign wealth funds have now deployed $38B into Egyptian assets. Agriculture has not yet been targeted.

TRIUMPH 2024

Olive oil exports surge 76%
Twenty-four Egyptian companies now export olive oil; five exceed $1M annually. Table olive exports reach $226M. SEKEM 
wins the UNEP Champions of the Earth award, validating 47 years of biodynamic agriculture.

◈
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About this research

This report draws on 18 verified sources across 2 languages — primary documents, founder interviews, and trade press. Every figure 
and claim is cross-validated against independent references.

Full methodology at brandmine.ai.

ABOUT BRANDMINE

Exceptional founder-owned brands. Proven resilient. Ready now.

Brandmine delivers structured discovery intelligence on founder-owned consumer brands in emerging markets — 
researched in local languages, structured for investment decisions, delivered as focused reports.

Contact: hello@brandmine.ai Intelligence reports: brandmine.ai/intelligence/

ALSO AVAILABLE FROM BRANDMINE

BRAND RESILIENCE PROFILE

Complete transformation arc, location intelligence, and business 
snapshot for a single brand. 15 pages of verified research.

FOUNDER RESILIENCE PROFILE

The founder's personal arc from origin to breakthrough. Verified 
through native-language research and primary source analysis.

MARKET MAP

Profiles all verified brands in a sector at snapshot depth — 
geographic distribution, market timeline, and founder spotlights. 
25–40 pages.

SECTOR INTELLIGENCE REPORT

Comprehensive sector intelligence. All brands profiled at 
snapshot depth, plus full transformation arcs for six brands — 
each representing a distinct crisis archetype. 90–120 pages.

Set in Source Serif 4 and Source Sans 3. Composed in Typst. CMYK color throughout.

Maps rendered with MapLibre GL · CARTO Positron basemap · © OpenStreetMap contributors

Published simultaneously in English, Russian, and Chinese.

Researched in English, Arabic sources.

First Edition · April 2026
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