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Mastic tree (Pistacia lentiscus L.) is a dioecious evergreen shrub. It is the unique
species evaluated for mastic gum which is obtained by wounding the tree. Mastic
tree and gum mastic have been associated with the Chios Island through the
history. Today, mastic resin and mastic oil are tightly commercialized products
due to their many industrial applications. However, there are some evidences
showed that, cultivating mastic tree was also common in the adjacent Western
Anatolia, in the past.
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In recent years some innovative strategies were developed on marketing the
products based on gum mastic. But, there is a present danger of abandonment of
mastic production, due to the lack of interest by the new generation farmers.
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From this point of view, mastic culture might partially move the neighboring
coasts of the Western Anatolia. In fact, some small scale experimental plots were
also established particularly on Çeşme peninsula and some other potential lands.
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Mastic tree (Pistacia lentiscus L.) is one of the most common plant species of
coastal Mediterranean. It belongs to Sumac family (Anacardiaceae). Gum mastic
is a natural resin obtained from P. lentiscus var. chia Duham., differing from the
wild species through its leaf morphology and tree-like growth.

5

Mastic tree has been associated with the island of Chios through the centuries,
and it was not successfully grown anywhere else. Some climatic and edaphic
factors are predictive on the mastic tree cultivation. Only male trees have been
used for mastic production. The male tree gives the best quality resin and the
regular production is reached at the 15th year, about 300 g/tree. There are
several male cultivated forms differ in quantity and quality of the resin product.
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Mastic tree is propagated clonally by the hardwood cuttings. Mastic is extracted
after shallow incisions made on the trunk (needling) and the thicker branches of
the plant. The resin flows out from the incisions in the form of tears.
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Resin ducts are locating only in the floem tissue and consist of a few layers of
epithelial cells. Mechanical injury to the bark results with the exudation of resin.
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The period of mastic production is from the mid-June to the end of October. This
process is quite hard and elaborative. Mastic production starts with cleaning of
ground under the trees. And then the ground is covered with a kind of white soil.
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After needling the tree, exudation of resin starts and solidified mastic finally
collected by hand.
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Elaboration and sorting of mastic begins by sieving to separate the product from
soil and leaves. Then mastic is washed repeatedly. After the mastic dries, women
using pen knives clean mastic pieces one by one.
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Finally, the cleaned mastic is categorized before packing. The chemical
composition of mastic consists of the resin acids and masticoresins (97%), and
essential oil (1-3%).
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The oldest historical reference about the use of mastic goes back to Herodotus
(5th c. B.C.), who informs us about chewing (mastication) of dried resinous fluid
secreted from the bark of the mastic tree. Ancient Greek physicians such as
Hippocrates, Dioscorides, Galenus and Plinius of Rome, mentioned its curing
properties and recommended its use. Roman women used toothpicks made from
the mastic tree. During the administration of the Genoans, mastic exported all
over the Europe and Islamic world. After the conquest of Chios by the Ottomans
in 1566, mastic villages had many privileges, more than the other residents of the
island.
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In 1938, Chios Gum Mastic Growers Association was officially established “for the
purpose of protection of Chios mastic, by systemizing the production, collection,
packing and marketing”.
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After the discovery of Helicobacter pylori and its correlation with gastric diseases,
investigations focused on the anti bacterial properties of mastic and mastic oil.
Positive results were also reported for the activity of mastic against various
cancers.
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Since 1997, gum mastic (Chios Mastiha) has been identified as Protected
Designation of Origin product (PDO). In currency, more than 300 different end
products are known containing gum mastic consumed all over the world. Mastic
is principally used in health and care formulations and products. In traditional
confectionary and bakery products, it is used for its unique flavor.
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Moreover, it is used in alcoholic beverages.
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In 2002, Mediterra SA was founded, who is particularly aiming on the
establishment as a marketing tool for mastic under the brand name
“mastihashop” and sale of mastic products world-wide. Up to now, 16 retail
stores opened in Greece and different metropoles such as New York, Paris,
Jeddah, Quatar, etc.
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Today, mastic is produced in 24 mastic villages at the southern part of Chios.
Annual production may vary between 140-160 t. The latest production, turnover
and export figures seemed to be quite stable. Production figures did not changed
even after the large forest fire in 2012. But average net prices to grower slightly
decreased. Average selling price is 89 €/kg nowadays. The first 5 importers are
The Middle East countries (KSA, UAE, etc.), followed by Mauritania, USA, Turkey
and Egypt. Mastic production is the main occupation of more than 2000 people
in currency. Despite the global uniqueness, there is a present danger of
abandonment of production, due to the lack of interest by the new generation
farmers. Because mastic farming is a family operation and the cost of production
is very high. For this reason, prospect for mastic production in the island of Chios
is not optimistic.
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On the other hand, presence of very old trees found in the former Greek
Orthodox villages on the Çeşme Peninsula, pointed out the growing activities in
the past. But production lost its importance in time.
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In recent years, Turkey is importing about 10 t gum mastic/year, valued at 1
million USD. Nearly the same amount of mastic enters by the illegal ways is
estimated. For this reason, related ministries were started new projects,
including to take inventory of alternative locations for establishing the new
mastic tree plantings along with the coasts of Aegean. Determination of
promising lands for mastic is quite important, because, mastic tree is always
mentioned with the Çeşme district. But the developing tourism sector, nearly
finished the agriculture in the Çeşme Peninsula. In fact, the recent economic
analyses conducted for Çeşme and close districts, also proved that mastic
production is not economically feasible due to the high land prices. In this
respect, production could only be encouraged in new alternative lands apart
from the pressure of tourism.
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Moreover, high and long termed subsidies should be needed, due to the unique
features of this production model. And intercropping seems to be quite
important for early cash flow to growers. Agro-ecotourism activities including the
mastic culture have to be organized.
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In conclusion, despite the well organized structure of gum mastic production in
Chios, if the magnitude of potential lands in the Aegean coasts of Anatolia is
considered, mastic tree cultivation and mastic production in Turkey seems to be
promising. A certain part of the domestic demand might be provided from new
investments in the near future.
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