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Quality shines through Cypriot 
Vegetables and Herbs

Its vegetable trade is ever-increasing with a considerable 
range centred upon cucumbers, peppers, coriander, chillies 
and okra, but also including tomatoes, spring onions, spinach, 
rocket, pumpkins, parsley, marrows, beetroot, beans and 
aubergines. This versatility has helped Cypriot producers 
diversify their offer with a number of businesses using herbs 
as the backbone of their businesses for the last ten years. The 
herb trade has proved incredibly important to the island with the 
UK foodservice sector coming to depend on its supply of high-
quality product during the winter months. 

The quality and diversity of Cypriot vegetables has set it 

apart in recent years. The popularity of its parsley – including 
local varieties, English curly and Dark Green Italian– has grown 
considerably. So too has the country’s courgette source – which 
runs from March to November – and includes Elite, Senator and 
Embassy varieties. Peppers and chillies are also seen as a key 
export with the former enjoying a lengthy season from April to 
January, while the latter runs from June to November in red and 
green. Careful dealings between airline operators and suppliers 
have allowed the flow of produce freely to Britain and allowed 
Cypriot producers to garner a reputation for high-quality, reliable 
produce.

From a UK perspective, Cyprus represents a produce haven. 
The small, Mediterranean island enjoys 12 months of almost 
unrelenting sunshine, allowing a vibrant and widespread export 
market to thrive. Its links with the UK are considerable and 
long-established, with supplies to the retail, wholesale and 
foodservice sectors plentiful. 

The country’s warm climate has also played into the hands 
of producers bringing their product to a market that demands 
entirely pest-free fresh produce. The Cypriot weather naturally 

keeps pests to a minimum so exporting to the UK, a market 
which values the organic movement more than many others, 
has proved an excellent development. 
Cyprus exported £8 million of vegetables in 2008 and the range 
of products represents the third largest agricultural export for 
the country, behind Halloumi cheese and potatoes. The UK 
is also the third largest market for goods produced in Cyprus 
absorbing 10.1 per cent of the country’s overall domestic 
exports.
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Diverse range heads to UK
One company which has developed an impressive reputation 
over time is Kourtellaris Ltd (www.kourtellaris.com). The 
company is a £7 million operation with a century of experience 
under its belt including the last 20 years in which it has worked as 
exporters of fresh vegetables and herbs. Its new brand, Kypros-
Niki, is named after the parents of director Georgios Kourtellaris 
and carries the name which, he says, “represents the highest 
quality product”. The company produces some 8,500 tonnes of 
produce each year, with 95 per cent of it grown themselves, and 
85 per cent of this heads to the UK. It specialises in coriander, 
spinach, methi, parsley, okra and white marrows, which it grows 
on more than 700 hectares in Ergates village.  

Kourtellaris has worked extensively to increase its product 
range, developing new lines such as french beans, clempson 
okra, colocassi and Kenya chillies, as well as an extensive range 
of staples including potatoes, marrows and aubergines. For the 
most part, these products are in year-round supply, with a peak 
in volumes in the summer.

The UK represents 85 per cent of its business and it supplies 
into wholesale markets in London, Manchester, Birmingham and 
Glasgow through Pafos and Larnaka airports. Its production is 
very carefully planned through programmed cultivation. The firm 
has created four dams to help irrigate its land and is able to farm 
some areas of land organically.  

Kourtellaris says long-term partnerships are key in the 
vegetable trade: “The first thing to get right is the quality, when 
the products go to the UK and people are impressed by the 
quality then they will get in touch straight away and then you can 
maintain that relationship over some years.”

With ISO9001 and HACCP standards, combined with a 
2000sqft packhouse and traceability labelling, Kourtellaris 
represents one of the strongest produce companies on the 
Mediterranean isle.

Precision and Promise
Spyros Petrou, managing director of Nicosia-based Farm 
Vegfruit Marketing Co Ltd (www.farmvegfruit.com) believes 
Cypriot producers need to be versatile in the modern market as 
the competition for business in the UK has never been as fierce. 
The company exports between 500 and 600 tonnes of produce 
each year, some 90 per cent of which goes to the UK, with the 
remainder heading for Denmark and Sweden during the winter. 

“Around the world exporters all look to the UK and want to 
get their product there,” he says. “They can change their prices 
from day-to-day and importers in the UK can find cheaper 
prices elsewhere due to cheaper production costs so we have 
to concentrate on maintaining quality through products free of 
pesticides and chemicals, and this is of great importance.”

Farm Vegfruit exports coriander, parsley and spinach as 
well as a number of herbs which the company sells directly to 
distributors in the UK, working on a fixed price basis. Coriander 
remains one of the strongest elements of the business, with 
190-210g bunches exported to the UK, along with spinach at 
220-230g.  

It is crucial that Cypriot producers have their certifications and 
paperwork in order. Petrou believes that it is part of the all-round 
package: “We offer a good service with punctual deliveries, 
up-to-date paperwork and good connections within the industry 
to serve out customers. We are very strict with ourselves and 
always send good products.” 

Farm Vegfruit has a strong grower base that all have Global 
GAP, HACCP and ISO certification. The company is also 
looking at other export options as the highly seasonal four to five 
month nature of the herb business – which represents around 
85 per cent of its exports – has created an imbalance. 
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The UK’s ethnic community has proved key to the success 
of Cypriot producers in the last few years. Vepro has a 
strong standing in the UK supplying okra, spinach, parsley 
and dill to wholesale markets across London, Manchester, 
Bradford, Birmingham and Leicester. Established in 1968, the 
company added exporting exotics to its game in 1994, which 
has bolstered business. Some 60 per cent of its exports are 
of coriander, which translates to around 2,200 tonnes of the 
product flown out each year. 

The company (www.veproco.com) has 23 growers under 
contract, most of whom are exclusive to Vepro, and has 
a large vegetable product base in the form of zucchini, 
artichokes and spring onions. 

In addition to this, Vepro offers a year-round supply of 
mushrooms, cucumbers, tomatoes and parsley. It is as strong 
in the summer season as the winter, with okra, marrows, beans, 
chillies and aubergines coming to the fore. 

These produces are packed in the company’s spacious 
2,500 square metre packhouse, complete with precooling 
facilities and seven conventional cold stores. 

Full traceability is guaranteed with carefully labelled 
produce transported in refrigerated vehicles to the airport. 
With a core workforce of around 25, built around a strong 
family-based management team, Vepro has strength both 
as an exporter and importer of vegetables. 

Director Thanassis Stavri is positive about Vepro’s 
position: “Our goods leave Cyprus by air on a daily basis…
the produce comes into our packhouse several times a day 
seven days a week. It is only accepted for selection and 
packing after we have established its conformity with the 
prerequisites firmly set by our company and, after it has 
passed a strict quality inspection by officers of the Fresh 
Produce Quality Inspection Department of the Ministry of 
Agriculture.”

Established and experienced

Strength in quality
Andreas Malliotis Co. Ltd’s managing director Savvas 
Malliotis (malioti@spidernet.com.cy) agrees: “Quality control 
procedures are carried out at our premises when it arrives 
from the growers. We carry out visits to growers, of which 
most are GlobalGAP certified, but major quality-control 
processes take place in the packhouse.”

The family company, based in the suburbs of Nicosia, 
has a 30-year history which includes supplying to upmarket 
UK supermarkets Marks & Spencer and Sainsbury’s before 
concentrating on the wholesale sector.  

The company exports around 500 tonnes of coriander 
each year, representing its number one product, while its 
production of okra is increasing considerably. Its range of 

leafy vegetables is further strengthened by parsley, dill and 
rocca. 

Malliotis exports around 100t of parsley each year, as well 
as between 160-190t of long leaf spinach and 140t of methi. It 
exports approximately 1,300t of produce each year, with 70-
80 per cent of this heading for the UK. 

Malliotis says Cyprus should be proud of its position in 
the UK wholesale sector: “The sun and the general Cypriot 
climate really help the aroma of our produce and ensure it is 
synonymous with quality. Post-harvest handling and growing 
practices shine through in Cypriot vegetables.’’ The company 
works with five main growers so as to help monitor quality and 
plan crops effectively. 
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Elsaro Aromatics (elsaro@cytanet.com.cy) also benefits from the 
strong ethnic trend, as well as a stunning mountainous backdrop to its 
40 hectare plot in Potamia, on the outskirts of Nicosia. The company 
also has land in Limassol, where water is more plentiful, allowing it to 
offer each of its products in volume.  

Elsaro grows a full range of herbs, including sage, thyme, dill, 
coriander, mint, rucola, parsley, chives, tarragon and oregano, as well 
as wild rocket with crops of basil and rosemary spread out across 
the semi-arid land. Growing under polythene and in open fields, with 
careful trials at every stage, has added extra momentum to its herb 
offer.

 Its main markets are the UK where it is looking to increase its 
associates further, as well as Germany, Italy, Switzerland, Holland and 
Greece. 

Managing director Leontios Sakkalos believes the company has 
a number of strengths: “Being a grower and exporter means that we 
have control over all of the production and the quantity wise – we are 
sure we can provide the high quality standard asked of us.

“Also, as a family farming business, as we own the land, we have 
been able to change strategy and work on diversifying the land 
towards renewable resources too.”

Elsaro exports around 100t of fresh produce per year with 
customers in the wholesale markets, catering businesses and packers 
who work with supermarkets.

In exporting 3,000 tonnes of produce each year, Alion Vegetables 
& Fruits Co. Ltd (www.alionveg.com) is one of the biggest fruit and 
vegetable companies on the island. Established in 1990, Alion has 
experienced rapid growth and opened a new packhouse (employs 
more than 100 staff) two years ago. Despite tough competition from 
Israel and Egypt, the company prides itself on its flexibility and ability 
to answer orders at the last minute, a position bolstered by the fact it 
grows as well as exporting. 

Boasting ISO9001:2000 and ISO 22000, as well as most of 
its products being Eurogap certified, the company supplies 59 
products internationally with a huge range of herbs and vegetables 
which include a full set of herbs from tarragon to fennel as well as 
aubergines, cucumbers and marrows. Very much a company on the 
up, Alion has more diverse products such as Poi Soy leaves, white 
marrows, mini cucumbers, and Habanero yellow peppers to offer a 
noticeably rounded range to its buyers across the globe. 

Marketing manager Philip Philippou says the company’s strength 
has risen rapidly: “We only began working with herbs three years ago 
and are increasing our production and number of products every year. 
Our base remains in vegetables where we are very strong and have 
more than 40 products including a wide range of leafy vegetables and 
looking to extend this further.   

“We have very strong ties with the UK – in Manchester, Leicester, 
Western International and New Spitalfields markets – and, despite the 
euro-sterling difficulties we have experienced of late, it remains a very 
important market.

“Long-term, we would like to expand our range and go directly into 
retailers but we are in no hurry, if you expand too fast then you lose 
what is good about your business so we continue to strengthen and 
grow at our own pace.”  

Strength over competition

Embracing ethnic trends

Cypriot vegetable producers have faced a number of key 
challenges, not least in terms of logistics and water, but the 
strength and quality of product has seen a tenacious industry 
develop well. The fact that a number of its main products, including 
cucumbers, coriander, parsley and tomatoes as well as most of 
the herbs, are available year-round to help supplement its main 
vegetable export season from March to November, helps improve 
the rich agricultural island’s offer greatly and set it on a course to a 
strong and prosperous future. 

Future opportunity


