
  Agave Plants and Farms 
 
 
Agave provides a significant and versatile resource for Mexico, both from an economic and cultural standpoint. Agave 

grows over thousands of acres at high altitude, in the red volcanic soils of Central 
and Western Mexico, bringing vibrant color and rugged character to the landscape.   
 
Typically planted in rows, agave has spiky blue leaves, called pencas, which 
visually, are not unlike those of an aloe plant. Beneath the pencas is the agave 
heart, known as the piña.  
Agave begins as a seed, and once 
transplanted, it grows over 8 feet 
tall and wide. It’s ready for harvest 
after a minimum of six years. 
 
 

There are many types of agave. Blue Tequilana Webber Agave, know as 
blue agave, is grown in the state of Jalisco and is best known for its 
juices, or aguamiel, which is the base for distilling tequila. Originally blue 
agave was selectively bred for its short maturation cycle, flavorful baking 
qualities and ease of processing.  
 

Salmiana agave, a more wild variety, is grown on the steep hillsides in the states of San Luis 
Potosí and Zacatecas. Salmiana is used to make mescal which is a distilled drink. Salmiana’s 
appearance is different than blue agave because it grows a tall stock, which reaches up to 
twelve feet high as it matures. In addition, the pencas from sisal, or agave sisalana are used 
for fibrous creations, such as textiles and papers. 
 
 
Culturally, the use of agave dates back to the pre-colonial era, 
when the piña was used for religious and medical purposes. It was 
also used as nutrient rich brew known as pulque. In colonial times, 
the piña found its way into distilleries, and today it is used to 
extract inulin, a naturally occurring polysaccharide, and in the 
creation of agave syrup.  The syrup is the result of development 
and regulation done in the 1990’s by Mexico, which was looking for 
additional uses of agave. Made chiefly from blue agave, although it 
can be made from Salminana, most Mexican agave syrup is 
certified organic. 

 
While the desert climate of Mexico can support over one 
hundred varieties of agave, the one point two million acres are comprised of 
approximately eighty percent blue agave, eighteen percent salmiana and two percent 
other.  
 
The planting and harvesting of agave is a process which, stretching back many 
centuries, has been unchanged by modern technology, relying primarily on manual 
labor. Harvesters, or “jimadores,” hand cut the agave plant with a sharp blade known 
as a coa, to reveal the piña, which weights between thirty and one hundred and fifty 
pounds.  
 

To manage demand, most of Mexico’s two hundred thousand agave farmers belong to regional grower cooperatives. Of 
these, approximately ten percent of are organic farmers with over one hundred twenty thousand certified acres. A portion 
of these farmers have stakes in the syrup plants which process their hard earned agave. 
 
For more detailed information, please see the Plant and Farming section of http://theIOAA.com  
 


