Beyond Local:
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Diversity or

Dominion?

By Brian Snyder, Feecusive Direceor

Edizor’s note: This is she second of a
multi-pare sevies on some af e
opporamises, challemges and nmica-
tions of focal food syseems.

he debate comes down to this

Whenever in a “balanced” public
forum someone asserts that local and sus-
tainable is the way m go with food and
farming systems in the future, someone
else makes the supposedly incontrovert-
ible point that, “we do, however, have to
fieed the world,” which supposedly neces-
sitates a more industrial approach.

The science is not as clear as many
would prefer on this matter, except that
just about anyone can do the math
involving  population  growth  and
expected yields from different crops
grown in different ways on a shnnking
land base. Some will say that only trans-
genic crops can do the job; others
(including many PASA members) will
assert that in fact, only an approach
invalving less industrial and mare locally-
based types of producton will work.

[ recently had an opportunity to think
more about this dichotomy on a visit o
Peru with my wife Paula and some good
friends. As many of you already know,
the Incas were incredible architects and

also applied many very creative agricul-
tural techniques. Many of their practices,
developed over 500 years apo, are still in
evidence today, both as “ruins™ for gen-
eral tourist inspection and also in current
practices among the high-counry folk of
the Andes Mountains.

This tip was more for pleasure than
business, so [ was not prepared for what |
would see in what's known as the Sacred
Walley of the Incas in southern Teru.
Probably the most amazing sight from an
agricultural perspective was the complex
of terraced, concentric circles at Moray,
near the ary of Urubamba.

Looking very much like an andent
amphitheater, excavations have shown
that Moray was actually an elaborate agn-
cultural research station, capable of mim-
icking perhaps hundreds of different
ecological vones and an endless variety of
conditions that can be found throwghout
whar had been the Incan Empire. [ won-
dered if both functions were represented
by the design of this place — ap research
and lecture hall style teaching.

Essentially all of the ancent sites of
Inca civilizadon, in various stages of dis-
array or repair, feature rerraced agricul-
tural lands, though mostdly in more
rectangular arranpements. The main
effiect is that each location is capable of
producing food in @ variety of different

Countless varieties of potatoes can be found at markets throwghout Pen, including this

conditions. But it also allowed the devel-
opment of plant vareties to adapt to the
neads of a wide vanety of soil types and
climare trends. Some estimates are that
Peruvian farmers, both Inca and after,
have been able to develop several thou-
sand vaneties of potatoes alone. This was,
in short, their stratepy to achieve food
security for their communities and for
the estimated 15 million people who
lved in the empire.

[t also was one of the most ggnificant
contributions ever made to the food secu-
rity of the entire world. As detailed in a
book entded fmaian Givers, anthropolo-
pist Jack Weatherford rells the swory of
how potato farms in Pern changed the
course of history, espedally for peoples in
Europe, Russia and other parts of Asia.
The same could be sad for several other
foods used throughout much of the
world over the past half-millennium, but
orginating with nadves of the Mew
Warld, including corn, beans, tomatoes,
peppers and — don’t forget — chooolate.
“American foods brought about the mir-
acle that centunes of prayer, work, and
medicing had been unable w do: dhey
cured Europe of the episodic famines that
had been one of the major restraints on
the population for millennia® (Weather-
ford, p. 70). In fact, whenever this “mir-
acle” broke down, as in the Irsh potato

one at Urubamba. These potatoes have been naturally *freeze dried” cwtdoors in the win-
ter ard miay be stored for several years before being reconstituted with water for use in

mmiany traditional Peruvian dishes.
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