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Abstract Saffron, the world’s highest priced
spice, is made from the dried stigma of the saffron
crocus, Crocus sativus L. After establishment,
saffron spice yields in Central Otago, New Zealand,
averaged 3.7 g/m? and were higher than yields at
Mosgiel and Hamilton. Spice yields were
significantly increased by applying sawdust mulch
to crop beds, but incorporating peat into the soil
before planting did not affect spice production.
Planting larger-sized corms significantly improved
spice yield and daughter corm production in the
second year. Saffron spice yields from established
crops at Clyde are estimated to reach 24.3 kg/ha,
up to twice that obtained in traditional saffron-
producing countries, but high labour costs in New
Zealand appear to limit the opportunities for
competitive production of saffron spice in this
country.
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INTRODUCTION

Saffron, the world’s most expensive spice, consists
of the bright red stigmas and styles of the saffron
crocus, Crocus sativus L. This species is a sterile
triploid (Dhar et al. 1988) that produces annual
replacement corms and is propagated solely from
these corms (Mathew 1983). Corms are dormant
(leafless) in summer although flower differentiation
occurs at this time (Benschop 1993). Pale lilac
flowers appear in autumn and may occur before, at
the same time as, or after, leaf appearance (Mathew
1977). The outstanding feature of the flower is the
three-part, brilliant red stigma, 25-30 mm long,
which droops over the perianth segments.

Saffron is predominantly used to give colour,
flavour, and aroma to food, and specific chemical
constituents have been identified. Crocin is
responsible for the colour of saffron, whereas
picrocrocin and safranal are responsible for its bitter
taste and aroma (Leung 1980). It has a long history
of use in the Mediterranean region in traditional
fish and chicken dishes and to colour and flavour
rice dishes, cheese, and bread (Palmer 1983; Rees
1988). Historically, it has also been used as an
ingredient of fragrance, as a dye and in herbal
medicine (Mathew 1983), but the high cost of the
spice currently precludes its widespread use in these
fields. The Romans believed it would ward off
drunkenness if added to wine or worn as a chaplet
on the head (Palmer 1983), although there is no
evidence of its efficacy and saffron no longer has
any medicinal importance (Bisset 1994). Saffron is
highly toxic if taken in large quantities, withc.20 g
of spice considered to be the lethal dose (Bisset
1994). In the small quantities used for culinary
purposes, saffron is not toxic (Olin 1993).

Spain is the most important producer of saffron,
trading 2560 t of the spice annually. India and Iran
produce c. 10 t each; other producers include
Turkey, China, France, Italy, and Greece (Sampathu
et al. 1984).

Saffron has previously been grown under
experimental conditions at Lincoln and Omarama






