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The use of the RAF tomato in Spain 
 

 

 

 

Overview 
 

The RAF tomato is an open-pollinated variety which first appeared in France in 1961 from a 

traditional cross between the Marmande Clause 27, a ‘cuarenteno1’ tomato variety, and Red 

Global. The name corresponds to the initials ‘Resistant to Fusarium’, because of the 

tomato’s resistance to fusarium 0 (Fusarium oxyosporium licopersici). This was one of the 

main characteristics that encouraged the widespread of the crop, as well as its yield and 

adaptation to cultivation in the first greenhouses of Almería.  

 

The RAF tomato has a vigorous plant with indeterminate growth. The fruit has an irregular 

and flattened shape, with deep furrows ending in the centre and an intense green colouring 

and almost black shoulders. It is a meaty tomato with few seeds and little water. When 

grown near the sea, with saline soil and water, it has a low yield, a high and balanced 

concentration of sugars and acidity, mineral salts and aromatic substances that result in a 

superior flavour. The production of this tomato has been historically linked to the coastal 

‘vega’ [‘flat plains’] of Almería, specifically La Cañada2 and Níjar3, where it has had the most 

widely recognised organoleptic results.  

 

1. Objectives 

The objective of the present case study is to determine the current situation of the RAF 

tomato, analysing both the production and commercial contexts. 

 

2. Description of the case  

History and evolution 

‘Cuarenteno’ tomatoes have been traditionally cultivated in Spain in areas of the littoral strip, 

close to the sea, therefore from the south of the province of Alicante, Murcia and Almería. 

These tomatoes owe their name to the fact that they are extremely precocious. After the 

flowers are fertilised the first tomatoes are ready for harvesting in only 40 days. They are 

also known as winter tomatoes, because in the open, planting begins at the beginning of the 

month of September and by December they start to produce. These varieties, although they 

require warm days also need cold nights, and are not therefore cultivated during the summer 

                                                
1
 ‘Cuarento’ refers to a period of 40 days.  

2
 https://goo.gl/maps/6qaKnwRGcRA2 

3
 https://goo.gl/maps/9kDL6ixKxuj 
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because this resulted in fruits with an inferior flavour. In fact, other more appropriate cultivars 

are used in the summer.  

Pertaining to this type of tomato, one of the traditional varieties which have been widely 

cultivated in the open, also in the coast of Almería, is the ‘Muchamiel’ (or ‘Mutxamelero’) 

tomato, native to the Alicantine locality of Mutxamel. This tomato, ribbed like the rest of 

‘cuarenteno’ tomatoes, has been, and still is, highly appreciated for its excellent organoleptic 

characteristics. 

 

In the 1960s, plastic structures arrived in Almería, shaping a new landscape with the typical 

greenhouses of the area ‘tipo parral’ [‘trellis type’]. Before then, tomatoes were grown in the 

open, but now they are cultivated in greenhouses, which enable productions later in the 

year. 

From the 1970s, farmers in the saline areas of Almería’s coastal ‘vega’, began using the 

RAF variety, which had a better response to cultivation in greenhouses and was highly 

appreciated due to its flavour (cf. Figure 1).  

 

Over the years the cultivation of traditional varieties of ‘cuarenteno’ tomatoes and the self-

reproduction of seeds was completely abandoned. Furthermore, at the end of the 1990s 

cultivation of the RAF tomato (the ‘suavico’ [‘soft’] as some families of farmers call it) began 

to be replaced by hybrids from the family called ‘asurcados’ [‘ribbed’], which are those that 

dominate the market today. These new varieties have contributed a higher yield (for 

example, a production of 4kg/m2 for the RAF variety rises to 8kg/m2 for the ‘Delizia’ variety, 

one of the most used), have built-in resistance to certain diseases and an improved aptitude 

for manipulation and transportation. However, these varieties have inferior organoleptic 

properties to the RAF and ‘cuarenteno’ tomatoes.  

 

The history of the RAF tomato is not the history of a local variety, or that of an ancient variety 

linked to an autonomous agrarian culture. This is the only non-hybrid commercial variety 

sown in Almería, and its history is complex. The RAF tomato had a golden age but is 

currently being set aside by the aggressive production and commercialisation system, which 

prioritises corporate profit at any cost.  

 

Current situation  

a) Seed production 

In 1967 HM Clause S.A.U. registered the RAF variety in France4. Nowadays both this 

multinational company and others of Catalan origin, such as Rocalba and Semillas Fitó, offer 

seeds of this variety. 

 

Other companies sell seeds of varieties of the Marmande type (a ribbed ‘cuarenteno’ 

tomato) referring to the RAF tomato in their publicity material. This is the case of Semillas 

Batlle that sells seeds of the open-pollinated variety ‘Marmande VR’, defined on the 

company website as ‘Tipo Holanda RAF’ [‘Holland type RAF’]. It is also the case of Semillas 

                                                
4
http://ec.europa.eu/food/plant/plant_propagation_material/plant_variety_catalogues_databases/search//public/index.cfm?event

=SearchVariety&ctl_type=H&species_id=0&variety_name=RAF&listed_in=0&show_current=on&show_deleted= 
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Clemente, which publicises the ‘Marmande’ variety as ‘Marmande Selección RAF’ 

[‘Marmande RAF Selection]. 

 

Today the most used varieties of ribbed tomatoes are: ‘Delizia’ (cf. Figure 2); a hybrid variety 

registered and sold by HM Clause S.A.U.; and ‘Dumas’; a hybrid variety registered and sold 

by Syngenta. In addition, other varieties of this type of tomato are offered and cultivated, 

such as ‘Conquista’, ‘Sergio’, ‘Marmandillo’ or ‘Poesía’. 

In general, these new varieties are positively valued from a production and rusticity point of 

view. However, very few of them have a flavour and a texture similar to that of the RAF, and 

even less so to ‘cuarenteno’ varieties. 

 

b) Producers 

The most valued tomatoes in terms of taste are produced primarily in the Almerian 

municipalities of La Cañada and Níjar, because the characteristics of the soil and irrigation 

water result in highly valued organoleptic characteristics for the tomatoes cultivated there.  

These varieties also have a winter production. Planting is staggered over September and 

October, and harvesting normally begins in January. February, March and April are the 

months of highest production.  

 

According to market research conducted by HM Clause S.A.U., in the years 2014 and 2015, 

the surface area where the RAF tomato variety was cultivated is of 21 hectares in the 

province of Almería, and a total of 67 hectares in Spain. These productions are distributed 

throughout the aforementioned municipalities and also those of Águilas and Mazarrón in the 

Region of Murcia. Although it is perceived that the surface area dedicated to the production 

of the rest of ribbed tomatoes is extremely large, no official information has been found.  

 

Production systems for the cultivation of these tomatoes are highly specialised and 

technical, and constitute monocultures in which, in most cases, one or at the most two 

ribbed varieties are used. 

 

c) Traders 

The surface area dedicated to the production of the RAF tomato variety is very limited and 

there are few initiatives which commercialise it. One example of a company that distributes 

this commercial variety is ‘Rey RAF’5 [‘RAF King’], which cultivates and valorises its product 

directly through national gourmet markets. 

 

With more than 50% of total sales, the main commercial structures for ribbed tomatoes in 

Almería are the CASI6 cooperative and the ‘Agrupalmería’7 company, both based in La 

Cañada.  

Agrupalmería forms part of the ‘Femago group’, one of the largest distribution consortiums of 

fruit and vegetable distribution in Almería. Founded in 1974 by 5 members, it now supplies 

                                                
5
 http://www.reyraf.com 

6
 http://www.casi.es/index.html 

7
 http://agrupalmeria.com/es 
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around 1,500 different farmers: these range from those that manage 8,000 square metres of 

greenhouses to those with 14 hectares. 

Agrupalmería are specialists in ribbed tomatoes. They began with ‘cuarenteno’ tomatoes 

and the Muchamiel variety and currently commercialise the different hybrid varieties offered 

by the market. Today they sell between 70 and 80 million kg of tomatoes per year, half of 

which are of the ribbed type. 

The produce is sold by auction at their headquarters and its final destination is the national 

market, through distribution chains or ‘mercas’ [wholesale markets] in cities like Madrid, 

Valencia or Bilbao. A secondary outlet is, through agents, specific European markets, such 

as France or the northern half of Italy. 

 

Finally, there are farmers who sell directly to consumers, even on their farms, as another 

complementary way of valorising the ribbed tomatoes they produce. There are also 

companies that directly sell both fresh and conserved produce online. This is the case of the 

platform ‘Soloraf’8. 

 

 

 

 

Analysis 
 

3. Funding and support 

There is no specific support for the use of the RAF tomato variety. However, it would be 

possible to propose comprehensive projects in the producing areas for the conservation of 

genetic resources in agriculture, through measure 10.2. of the Rural Development 

Programme of the autonomous community of Andalusia, within the framework of the 

Common Agricultural Policy of the European Union 2014-2020. This funding could be 

requested from Andalusian entities that work to prevent the loss of agricultural biodiversity 

with the aim of recovering and reintroducing local varieties in the production systems.  

 

4. Positioning at local or regional level and communication 

There is a misuse of the RAF denomination. In fact, today, it is used merely as a letter of 

introduction for ribbed tomatoes produced in the Almerian coasts. In fact, once it is in 

general public points of sale, associating the hybrid productions to the RAF variety even 

improves the sales. Certain sellers have benefited from this in order to mount abusive price 

increases. 

No other quality mark or label has been created in relation to the RAF tomato. All that was 

found is the Protected Geographical Indication of the ‘Tomato La Cañada’, approved in 

20129. The product specification10 includes the possibility of using different types of 

                                                
8
 http://soloraf.es 

9
 DOUE (2012). REGLAMENTO DE EJECUCIÓN (UE) No 487/2012 DE LA COMISIÓN de 7 de junio de 2012 por el que se 

inscribe una denominación en el Registro de Denominaciones de Origen Protegidas y de Indicaciones Geográficas Protegidas 

[Tomate La Cañada (IGP)] [EXECUTION REGULATION (EU) Number 487/2012 OF THE COMMISSION of 7 June 2012 by 
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tomatoes defined only by morphologic characteristics: smooth, cherry, ribbed and oblong or 

elongated. Under no circumstances are varieties resulting from self-produced seeds 

accepted. On the contrary, it is specified that seeds must be acquired from companies or 

authorised sale points, and that seedlings must be produced by professionals who are 

authorised by official organisms.  

 

Other communication strategies used are advertising on the internet (website and Facebook) 

and a presence at both national and international trade fairs (cf. Figure 3). 

 

5. Outputs, added value and sustainability 

Farmers who cultivate ribbed tomatoes and sell their production through auction receive a 

lower price for the RAF variety than for a hybrid variety considered as ‘high quality’, such as 

‘Delizia’. This has had a direct influence on the gradual abandonment of the RAF tomato.  

However, the remuneration received by farmers for the production of ribbed tomatoes is 

considerably higher than for ‘smooth’ and ‘loose’ tomatoes, both long-life varieties, which, 

although much more productive, achieve extremely low sale prices. 

For instance, the average sale price which some small farmers from La Cañada were paid 

for the ribbed tomato in the 2014/2015 campaign was 1.26 EUR/kg. As explained by Carmen 

Ramón Román, a farmer and the former head of the Andalusian women’s section of the 

‘Coordinadora de Organizaciones de Agricultores y Ganaderos (COAG)’ [‘Coordination of 

Farmers’ and Livestock Farmers’ Organisations (COAG)’], with these prices farmers do not 

manage to maintain their activity in a dignified way because the production costs they must 

bear are progressively increasing (currently approximately 0.80 EUR/kg, excluding labour 

costs). Carmen stated that the problem lies with the commercialisation systems and not the 

production (cf. Figure 4). 

 

In the face of this situation, and as has been indicated above, there are producers who have 

developed commercial structures for the direct sale of ribbed tomatoes. Consequently, they 

obtain the capital gains that their produce achieves in an elite market in which most of them 

have specialised. 

  

                                                                                                                                                  
which the denomination is inscribed in the Register of Protected Designation of Origin and Protected Geographical Indications 

[La Cañada Tomato (PGI)]]. Online: http://elprimertomate.com/sites/default/files/Registro I.G.P. Tomate La Cañda Nijar.pdf 
10

 BOJA [Official Gazette of the Regional Government of Andalusia]. 2012. PLIEGO DE CONDICIONES DE LA INDICACIÓN 

GEOGRÁFICA PROTEGIDA «TOMATE LA CAÑADA” [PRODUCT SPECIFICATION OF THE PROTECTED GEOGRAPHICAL 

INDICATION ‘LA CAÑADA TOMATO’]. Online: http://elprimertomate.com/sites/default/files/Publicación pliego modificado.pdf 
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Conclusions 
 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 

Certain coastal areas of the ‘vega’ of Almería are 

unique for the production of quality tomatoes 

with a specific taste; 

The consumer recognises the RAF tomato 

variety as a quality product. 

 

The production system of the ribbed tomatoes 

has entered into a spiral with a constant need for 

new varieties. Yield is favoured over taste and 

texture;  

Few hybrid varieties have organoleptic 

characteristics similar to the ‘cuarenteno’ and 

RAF tomatoes; 

There is no cultivation of local varieties of 

‘cuarenteno’ tomatoes and the RAF variety is in 

decline. 

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

There are local ‘cuarenteno’ tomato varieties that 

can be reintroduced in diversified productive 

systems; 

Organic production is considered as a 

sustainable and respectful environmentally 

friendly productive system; 

Short supply chains can be used as a tool for 

increasing the level of income of small farmers.  

Tomato productions from third countries are sold 

at low prices; 

There is an increase in the price of the seeds of 

hybrid varieties.  

 

One of the main weaknesses of ribbed tomato production in the Almerian coast is the need 

to constantly incorporate new varieties. Those varieties come along to ‘solve’ the structural 

problems of the productive and commercial design of the area. The improvements focus on 

increasing yield (thus alleviating the low prices) and incorporating resistance to diseases, 

which on many occasions are caused by the agricultural systems themselves. These 

systems are unbalanced and scarcely or not at all diversified.  

The improvement of these varieties is carried out at the expense of their organoleptic 

characteristics. The result is that the market for ribbed tomatoes, based on the reputation of 

the ‘cuarentenos’ and the RAF, diverges from aiming for quality and a discernible product.  

 

However, there is a multitude of cultivars of ‘cuarenteno’ tomatoes, both in conservation 

banks and in farms, which can help producers in these privileged areas to establish 

themselves in certain quality markets through other management systems. This consists in 

putting into action strategies that promote the productive, commercial and social 

sustainability of the region by means of small commercial structures with the direct 

participation of farmers, diversified productions, not specialised in a specific crop, that 

incorporate the use of local varieties, establish collaborative and participative alliances with 

other actors (also public research) and use sustainable production techniques, such as 

organic growing, and short supply chains. 

The precocious productions of the South of Spain also constitute an opportunity for producer 

cooperatives and small distribution companies that bring together the offer from areas in the 

North. It is possible to reach stable commercial agreements in order to establish fruitful 
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mutual support, respecting the optimal production periods of each region and the farmers’ 

production costs. In addition, this can be a highly useful tool for helping producers to be in a 

better position to face the growing competition of fresh products at low prices that come from 

countries of the Global South. In addition, alliances can be established with farmers from 

these countries, which are extremely interesting for both parties.  

 

Consumers recognise ribbed tomatoes as high quality products. For this reason, and with 

the aim of positively intervening in the conservation and use of local varieties, development 

programmes of quality marks that valorise the use of ‘cuarenteno’ tomatoes and the self-

production of the seeds of diversified systems must be put into action.  

 

The system which has been presented in this case study used to be very popular: farmers 

who operate below production costs, serious genetic erosion, high dependency on energy, 

etc. For all these reasons it is necessary to move towards alternatives that promote the 

development of vibrant and healthy agricultural systems, as well as sustainable production 

and consumption systems. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 1. Farmers loading a truck of tomatoes produced in the open in the ‘vega’ of Almería 

in the 1970s. Photograph: HM Clause S.A.U. 
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Figure 2. Plant and fruit of a ‘Delizia’ tomato variety. Photograph: Carmen Ramón Román. 
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Figure 3. HM Clause S.A.U. publicity poster from 2007 to celebrate the fortieth anniversary 

of the RAF tomato. Photograph: HM Clause S.A.U. 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Carmen Ramón Román, farmer, handling ribbed tomatoes. 
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Annex 1 – List of interviewees 

 
 Josep Roselló Oltra, Organic Horticulture Specialist at the Estació Experimental 

Agrària de Carcaixent [Agricultural Research Station of Carcaixent] of the Institut 

Valencià d’Investigacions Agràries [Valencian Institute for Agricultural Research]. 

 Lucía de la Rosa, Head of documentation and plant genetic resources coordination 

of the ‘Centro Nacional de Recursos Fitogenéticos’ [‘National Centre of Plant Genetic 

Resources’], ‘Instituto Nacional de Investigación y Tecnología Agraria y Alimentaria’ 

[‘National Institute of Agricultural and Food Research and Technology’]. (‘Ministerio 

de Economía y Competitividad’ [‘Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness’]). 

 Carmen Ramón Román, Farmer from Almería, former head of the women’s section 

of the ‘Coordinadora de Organizaciones de Agricultores y Ganaderos (COAG)’ 

[‘Coordination of Farmers’ and Livestock Farmers’ Organisations (COAG)’]. 

 Francisco Becerra, Director of the Agrupalmería S.A. auction. 

 Manuel Ruiz Ayala, Development and Promotion Coordinator HM Clause S.A.U. 
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