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Tapping

into a thirst

PRODUCERS ARE TOASTING EFFORTS TO SUPPLY.
JAPAN'S SHOCHU INDUSTRY WITH ALBERTA

BARLEY
BY HARLEY RICHARDS

Ly OTATE BUSINESS EDITOR

Beer drinkers have long benefited from the efforts
of Central Alberta harley producers. Now shochu-
siplpers are enjoying the fruits of their labour as
well,

The NUECRENESEEIIESny, Alberta Agricul-
ture and Rural Development and Rahr Malting Can-
ada have been working together to tap into Japan’s
thirst for the distilled aleoholic beverage.

Consumed in the east Asian country for hundreds
of years, shochu can be made from various ingre-
dients — including sweet potatoes, huckwheat and
wheat, said Bill Chapman, a crop development spe-
cialist with Alberta Agriculfure. But barley shochu,
or mugijochy, is the most desirable.

“T would compare it to a very fine scotch,” he said.
“It's a very smooth drink.”

Chapman added that the Japanese consume
shochu in a variety of ways: cold, warm and mixed
with water or fruit juices. It’s popular with young
people and demand is growing,

Barley for shochu production has been coming
from Australia, but thanks to the work of the Barley

Commission, Alberta Agriculture and Rahr, Alberta
is also asource.

Mike Leslie, the Barley Commission’s CEQ, said
efforts to supply shochu producers with Alberta bar-
ey have been ongoing for a decade. These have in-
volved visits to Japan and shipments of inereasingly
larger samples. In 2008, Rahr — which runs a malt
piant at Alix — sent 10,000 tonnes of harley fo Japan.

Beb Sutton, Rahr’s vice-president of sales and lo-
gistics, said there are hundreds of shochu producers.
He compared it to wine production elsewhere.

“Some of them are very small and some are very
large industrial groups.”

The global recession caused the market to plum-
met last year, but Leslie hopes for a rebound in 2010.

He said the Japanese, who don’t want Australia
as their sole source of barley, have been supportive,
The sustained drought in Australia should also help.

“The Australians are predicting that they're go-
ing to run out of barley in 2010,” cbserved Chapmat.
“Their 2010 crop may not be enough fo meet all the
requirements.”

Please see SHOCHU on Page B4
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Photo by NATASHA SCHMALE/Advocate staff

Bob Sutton, vice-president for Sales and Logistics at Rahr Malting Canada Ltd.,
holds a handful of dehulied and pearled Canadian barley which is used to make
shochu a Japanese alcoholic beverage, such as the bottle on the left, which was

made with Canadian barley.
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STORIES FROM PAGE B3

SHOCHU: AC Metcalfe
barley fits the ill

Suttton said Rahr hasn't been contract-
ing farmers to grow barley specifically for
shochu, Rather, it's been {aking barley from
the malt stoeks it buys.

He explained that while the process for
malt and shochu production differs, many
of the desirable barley characteristics for
both are the same,

“It’s got to be a pure lot of a single vari-
ety, it's got to be uniform in size, it’s got to
be low-protein, it’s got to be unweathered,
bright, irealthy-looking barley with a mini-
mum ameunt of contaminants,”

So far, AC Metealfe barley has fit the
hill. But efforts are underway to develop
new and improved alternatives.

“There are a number of varieties we’re
evaluating,” said Chapman, “We've got our
eye on two or three, and we've sent samples
to the Japanese for their evaluations.”

Much of this development work has oc-
curred at the Field Crop Development Cen-
tre at Lacombe, where near-infrared spee-
troscopy is being used to assess samples.
And test locations have been set up at La-
combe, Trochu, Olds, Morrin and Calmar.

“T{'s a long, painful process, and in the
end a lot of it comes down to, ‘What does it
taste like?"™ summed up Sutton.

The development work has received a
boost with the announcement of $1.08 mil-
lion in federal funding for Alberta's shochu
barley selection program.

“Without the federal funding, we prob-
ably wouldn’t be able to complete the next
level,” said Chapman.

Leslie agreed that the money will allow
the search for new shochu barley varieties
tq;g,o;}t_iigﬂa,iand.at afaster pace.s , . .

“In the pi

past, we've struggléd along with

about-$10,000 a year.”

The
(AES6N is already
tooking beyond shochu.
It’s investigating new va-
rieties of grain that could
be used by the Japanese
for barley tea.

hrichards@reddeeradvo-
cate.com
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