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Greenheart Organic Farms
founder Elena Kinane digs
into the secrets behind
organic farming in the UAE

By Eleanor Dickinson

Growing food organically in the Middle
Eastern desert sand may seem as fruitful an
endeavour as trying to grow it on the moon.

Though scientific advancements in
agriculture have paved the way for a small,
burgeoning farming industry in the United
Arab Emirates, the dream of buying local
food grown entirely without chemical inter-
vention seems like little more than a pleas-
ant fantasy.

But against these odds, Elena Kinane
became one of the first organic food farm-
ers in the country nearly 10 years ago. She
is now the co-owner of Greenheart UAE,
a thriving business that has grown from
sending vegetable boxes to a few families
in Dubai’s Arabian Ranches, to supply-
ing some of the UAE’s most high-end
restaurants.

Run in unison with her business part-
ner Azzam Mubarak, the food delivery ser-
vice now receives more than 850 household
orders per week, and their small shop on
the edge of Al Barsha has flourished over
the last year.

Greenheart’s success dispels any
enduring myths that organic farming
is impossible and unproductive even in
the harshest conditions. However, Kinane
is the first to admit her endeavours
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organic growth %

PEOPLE USED TO GET QUITE ANGRY WHEN
WE’D TELL THEM WE DIDN'T HAVE WHAT
THEY WANTED IN BECAUSE THE CHICKS WERE
HATCHING FOR EXAMPLE. BUT TO BE ABLE TO
SAY TO PEOPLE ‘WE DON’T HAVE SOMETHING
FOR YOU’ WHEN THERE’S ORDERS COMING IN

IS QUITE SOMETHING.

have only endured thanks to an endless
supply of patience and an iron-will to
grow produce without even a hint of arti-
ficial intervention.

“Organic food for me means it is 100
per cent chemical-free,” she explains.

“It is food that is grown in well-bal-
anced soil. There is an exchange that sees
the crops not only take nutrients from the
soil, but give them back in return. And for
me organic means it's nutritious and has
contributed to the earth not taken away



Froem i Vins want the sail to le bitter after
200 venrs, ol worse; you are te gaardian
o that Bunel”®

Bavarn-bom Kinape is one of just
i handful of ssmmercial organic farmens
in the UAE, though there are handreds of
farmers prochscng, crops for privale con-
mumption. Bhe now has three farms - a
large one in Sharjeh and two smaller plots
in Duihai and Ras Al Khaimah, Across the
Banal  Kiname prows 143 warieties of froits
anid vegetnhles, sned some diys she hareests
e tham two tomnes worth of produoes,

All this seems incredible given the
lana conelitions upon which the crops are
hirvesited - plus the fact Kinunes priop
furmilng experieno was growing plents on
her baleony.

“Its all slf-taught,” she ss, “It comes
from a lot of research and besting. Bui
its all self-daught ffom the desert and |
waoidhln't kisow how 1o do tha in Europe,
and | wosaldn't have any knowledge: about
frming with chemicals. Bt with nnganic
frmming it’s just like gardening in ymar back
ganden und taking it on a barger seale”

Crucial to the furm productivity & the
sofl, which Kinsne has spent years pains-
fakingly building fron seratch ot af goat
and chicken manare, with compost from
her oam crops grachally added to the mix
emarer the years.

Maturally, the wuter {s equally - if not
M~ preckous o the operation. Draem
from umderground supplies, the water
nsayge s carefully regulated b sustain suge
plies - a major lmitathon of any quick
or sulden expansion, Other trids used
inclaide crop rotabion, while inler-planting
erops with “rompanion’ plants prevents the
niedll foe pussticidhes.

As Kimane explains: “If pests see acres
af something 1111.}' like, of comirse d’.ﬂ"l. wall
comye back, So pesticides ame usel Then the
meects hecome mmmune so the pestacides
e to he made strongee”

Hwever, there are lmitations o what

can e grown in the UAE, which s why
Kinane also imports some items from &
friend'’s farm in Lebanon and a mumber of
arnall, carefully chosen farms in Sri Lankn
fruit and vegetnbles,
Greenbeart alsi produces eges, though

As well &

none ab the time of owr Dieedew it seems:
“The chicks are hatching, = says Kinane.

She adds: “We have a stck system,
which v abide by; if we lonow we have 50
ldilns of something, we can'’t just go and sl
1iwh. It's just not possible. We don't have
much kabe in at the mament so unbess you
amriher it nhiesd yom wom't ged .

“People used to get quite angry when
wed tell them we didn’t have what they
wiltted in herausee the chicks wene hatching
for mample. But to be ahle to sy o peophe
“we dont have something for v’ when
theres orders coming in is quite something,

“Soene Cother onganic suppliers] will
just add on o the orders from oukside
sturees b make the members s Bt with
us the stock svstem ix something we'ne very
strict about iL”

Such discipline b ooly using her own

produee, Fither grown or fmported, hesn'
madie the joamey cnsy for Rinane, In her
enrly years of farming her yields were a0
small thit on some produoce she would end
up making & loss.

While the sedate pace in growth did
litthe to ddeter her, it was enough to mark
the end of her first venbare - a short-lived
aiganic shop in Dubal called Al Nazwa -
after er impaElent leal partner devided o
withdrmw frmm the enterprise in 2010

Though the dosume was o painful set-
hack, the experience proved an maportant
karning curve when it came to starting
with Greenheart.

Al Miwa was very sucessfal, but
unfortunately we hadn't figurel ont the
retiudl thing and it wient making enough
ey imitiadly o finanee all the opertiom
posts, she explains

“Onr culgnings were (uike expensive.
Thee shiop we: hisc was in Al Manam. We had
a huge rent sl to cover & remt of that space
with just omgmoic produce was just not
duable. We hado't planned bow o finance
the project for the long term - wa just didn't
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have the experence, so my hual business
peartreer palled out”

“When 1 started again with Greenheart,
it was just me and my engineer partner
[Mubarak’] We decided early on b focus
on the corporates hecawse with corporate
clients it’s a lot easier to see what they need
and Isrvest a lot quicker: And that was the
fiocns we had from the start - nod just (o rely
on passing trade. So it helped us becanse it
gave us an idea of how much to grow and
of what.”

The ‘corporate side; as Kinane describes
it, mow acoounts for the hulk of the overall
business revenoe, Freedom Pizza, one of the
first major outlets to siom up, remiins o loval
customer, a5 does Mobu al The Atlantis,
plos many more high-end establishments
ut some of the UAES top hotels including
The Fairmont aml The Four Seasons. In
total Greenheart mow supplies ingredients
to 45 different F&B estahlishments.

Footfall to the Al Barsha shop is grow-
ing steadily as evidenced by the ever-
increasing opening bours, extending from
Just three days a weels o six last year. But to
entice customers to travel to the quict loca-
tion near Arablan Ranches, Kinane admits
she had to ruffle her feathers a hit and sell
other ftems alomgside her own sourced
produce. These are all “hand-picked” and
largely follow the same organic, healthy
vein, with everything from virgin cocomust
oil, organie pormidge and ethically sourced
SOI sold a|-::|1|-{xin||'. the Temon csctimbers
and cherry tomatoes,

The third revenue stream - online
ordering - also continues to thrive as seen
nwit theough the mansher of aeders, but the
wolume of purchases, according to Kinane.

“We get people who buy 20 types of
grocery items with us - eggs, dairy and
then all the vepetables,” she explains,
Our average bill used to be about Dhs200
amd now it’s more like Dhstod - that's
il AVETREE.

“Some peaple even have Dhs2,000
hills; people who cook every meal And
that's what we're looking for. If we get
an order for just Dhs100 it doesn’t make
minch sense to ws becanse onee you have
done all the administration, vou're mot

miaking much back, We're looking for
customers that do their whole shop
with us. 1 understand that for some
people such a bill is not feasible, bat ide-
ally for us is the biggest orders that moke
the money.”

Kinane hopes to boost this area by
improving the look of Greenheart’s weh-
site = "we want to get id of the 80s look”
she says — and by also inereasing the vari-
ety of products available, including meat
aned duiry,

However, she admits that if online
orders were to suddenly “triple over-
night,” the business would not be able to
cope due to the strict stock system and
the timited yields of each products, It
i those fears that have so far prevented
Kinane from embarking on any major
expansion endeivours,

“We have been talking o jnvestorss
about expanding” she spvs “But many of
those who heve & genuine interest want to
o Roo Gast, Cher the last five years it has
been a very gradual process and a step-hy-
step process. So even If we got an investor,
expansion would not be an ovemight pro-
cess. We have more space on owr land, but
we can only take =0 much water from the
wells, Yo can't abuse them”

Future expansion is not only reli-

ait on & credibile and Kl‘llll'illd" iﬂw:s-

tor stepping up, but on the consumers

themselves, Though Greenheart cur-
renthy enjovs a loval customer following,
Kinane admits the majorty of people
are unimpressed by the price difference
between standard produce and their organ-
i coninterprts.

The rise of the so-called wellness fndus-
try may have promoted the health benefits
of organic food, but on the other hand it
hies made a large portion of the population
“cynical” trwards it, she admits.

At the same time, with the effects of
Tow ol prices hitting UAE familics already
héhﬂ.g‘lh"ﬂ‘t‘l b rent and education costs, s
it any surprise if they choose to save money
on their food bills?

Kinane, however, disagrees, anguing
that good, nutritions food - and, as & result,
overall health - is the last thing people
should cut back on.

“The attitude of the consumer needs to
chanpe” she says.

“We want to spend money on clothes,
holidays, handhags and luxury goods, The
price of food 15 too low and there'’s too much
waste, but. if vou were to change all of that
then you coald grow more.

“With a healihy ficld and an educated
furmer, you could grow s muoch mare than
with a ecormventional B Amd your body
I".'L'(h: .Im ﬁ"_lﬂ 'ir‘er_ﬂl. ﬁ'i'ﬁ'l,‘ H‘ I'I,'Ilh'iHT_KL'Fu ‘rru:u:i.
The idiea that we need chemicals to feed the
world s nomsense.”




