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CAROB CULTURE

Words by Lynn Elsey

Michael and Jam Jolley could
be considered as accidental
entrepreneurs.

Around 13 years ago the couple
decided to fill a 76-acre block of land
in South Australia’s Clare Valley with
seven different varieties of carob trees,
specially selected to yield high quality
carob. Michael Jolley had become
acquainted with carob while working
as a gardener for a South Australian
carob grower and was intrigued by the
idea of growing superior tasting pods.

As the orchard’s 6,000 trees
blossomed, the Jolley’s were soon
awash in carob. Although they had no
background in food manufacturing,
the couple decided to make food
products: “I've got nothing to lose,”
Michael Jolley explained. So they
invested in a range of machinery
including a carob kibbler, a roaster and
a carob miller and began developing a
range of carob products.

Today the Australian Carob
Company is the largest commercial
carob processor in Australia,
producing items for its own consumer
range along with supplying external
manufacturers with quality carob for
food products.

The business structure can best
be described as lean. Until recently,
Jam and Michael did everything
themselves — from nurturing the trees
to processing and packaging the carob
products. They have recently taken
on a part-time assistant in addition
to their occasional use of external
marketing and web consulting
services.

The company produces a range of
consumer products including carob

syrup, raw and roasted powder,
raw kibble nibbles and plain and
peppermint buttons. They also sell
raw pods and seeds.

Growing the business

“We are the only company in Australia
that grows our own carob trees and
produces the products on site,” Jolley
said. The Jolley’s follow sustainable
farming practices and don’t use
pesticides or insecticides on the trees
or in the orchard. Their carob products
are 100 per cent organic and the
company is currently going through
the organic certification process.

The decision to focus on producing
high quality and Australian-made
products seems to be paying off.
According to Jolley, sales increased
nearly 331 per cent in from May 2012
to 2013, and he anticipates even higher
returns next year.

“We owe this success to the high
quality, cleanliness and consistency
of our products. We hand-select
every carob pod and maintain control
through the entire process, from
paddock to plate,” he said.

In 2013 the Jolley’s harvested around
80 tonnes of carob and expect to
double that in 2014. And everything is
put to use.

“One hundred per cent of the
carob gets used, absolutely nothing
is wasted,” Jolley said. “When we
accumulate enough carob seeds, we
will send them to Europe to sell to the
LBG gum manufacturers.”

Along with direct sales of their
products, the company is also working
on expanding business by supplying
carob to other manufacturers.
Woolworths, for example, is now
using the company’s carob kibble in
its Macro Nibble Mix.
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We hand-select every carob pod and maintain control
through the entire process, from paddock to plate

The consumer-based products
are distributed across Australia
through a team of distributors and
online retailers. The Jolleys” are also
exploring export options, especially
Indonesia, India and Thailand.

Carob power

Carob pods, which hang from the tree
in branches, take just under a year

to mature. The pods are harvested in
March and April and naturally dried
— to moisture levels of 10 per cent or
lower — for processing.

They are then washed and processed
in a specially designed machine that
turns the carob pods into small chunks
of kibble. The seeds inside the fibrous
pods are separated and kept aside
for additional use. When the kibble
is sufficiently dried it can be milled,
either raw or roasted, into a powder.

Those of a certain again may
remember carob being promoted as an
alternative sweetener and chocolate
substitute in the 70s, primarily in
the health food market. However,
the unusual and sometimes bitter
aftertaste in many of the products
along with a lack of general market
interest in natural sweeteners meant

that carob never really caught on.

A natural sweetener, carob is high
in protein and fibre and contains
numerous vitamins. It has been said
to be effective in treating osteoporosis,
diabetes and asthma. Carob is
commonly used as a natural digestive
aid and has been used to combat
diarrhoea. It has also been claimed
to assist with the absorption of some
nutrients and linked to reducing blood
sugar and insulin levels and helping
lower cholesterol levels.

But although it is a tasty source
of health benefits and a natural
sweetener, carob is relatively unknown
to many Australian consumers.
Michael Jolley said that he purposely
selected trees that would produce
sweeter and better tasting carob to
help overcome some of the previous
barriers to widespread acceptance.
He is also trying to better educate the
public about the benefits and uses of
carob. With this in mind the company
recently launched a recipe contest on
its website to encourage people to
submit recipes, which hopefully will
help provide the public with ideas and
incentives to cook with carob.

Dreams and realities

Michael Jolley’s enthusiasm for creating
a business that revolves around carob is
inspiring. But what about challenges?

Jolley is quick to admit that obtaining
financing for the business has been
tricky. Until recently both he and Jam
have held jobs outside the carob farm to
help support the enterprise.

He also said that the decision to
turn his dream into a business had
required some rapid lessons in food
manufacturing and marketing. And
his desire to focus on creating superior
carob products certainly has increased
the work and stress loads.

“I like to think that all consumers
expect the best. And that is exactly
what I will give them. There have been
many sleepless nights, trying to perfect
our products — something that we will
never stop trying to achieve, as there is
always room for improvement.”

Lack of sleep and spare time
notwithstanding, there is no doubt that
Michael Jolley is delighted with his
career choice.

“Ilove carob and every day pinch
myself that this dream has actually
come true. This has been an amazing
journey over the past 13 years and I am
looking forward to the future ahead.”

Lynn Elsey is the editor of food Australia.

FOOD AUSTRALIA 33



