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Potato promoted as staple food of the future

The United Nations has de-
clared 2008 the year of the potato
to highlight the significance of the
tuber for food security for future
generations.

Swiss aid agencies run projects
in Latin America to promote sus-
tainable and eco-friendly cultiva-
tion methods in an effort to safe-
guard biodiversity.

"T shall not neglect to suggest to
my countrymen to introduce the
plant known as the potato," said
the Italian friar Agostino Dal
Pozzo in a text published in 1820.
"The French call it Pomme de terre
and the Germans Erdapfel. The
Irish and the Swiss, two wise and
hard-working nations, were the
first to introduce them." The friar
suggested the potato be cultivated
as a food staple despite widespread

A Peruvian farmer arranges different varieties
of potatoes

prejudice in Europe 200 years ago.

The vegetable was believed to
be the carrier of leprosy, tuberculo-
sis and venereal diseases or at
least cause serious stomach ache.
The potato was also responsible for
mist and flooding, it was believed.

Two centuries later the UN has
recognised the importance of the
potato.

"The International Year of the
Potato will raise the awareness of
agriculture in general in address-
ing issues of global concern, includ-
ing hunger, poverty, and threats to
the environment," a statement
said.

The world's population is ex-
pected to grow by more than 100

million people a year, notably in
developing countries, over the next
two decades. Experts say the po-
tato — with its 5’000 varieties - will
play a key role in food security. It
is easy to cultivate. It is ideally
suited to places where land is lim-
ited and labour is abundant. A ma-
jor advantage of the tuber over
other foodstuffs is that it comes in
many varieties. Some of them grow
at high altitude, while others are
found in tropical climates or even
in arid zones.

The potato is well regarded for
its high nutritional value. The
yield from one hectare of potato
provides 16.7 million calories. This
is enough to feed 7200 people.

Development aid organisations
are concerned about the disappear-
ance of traditional species of pota-
toes.

In many countries, particularly
in Latin America, new varieties
have been introduced. They should,
at least in the beginning, result in
larger crops than the local varie-
ties. The farmers are encouraged to
grow the new varieties of European
origin at the expense of the pota-
toes which are adapted to the local
climate and environment. Insecti-
cides, fertilizer and pesticides,
which are costly and damaging to
the eco-system, are used in a bid to
boost profits and potato harvest.

Swissaid is running projects in
Ecuador to counter this trend. The
aim is to help farmers continue the
cultivation of local potatoes on an
organic basis and provide them
with the necessary tools. Similar
projects by the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation
(SDC) are underway in other Latin
American countries. Experts hope
that they will help local farmers
reacquire the traditional tech-
niques so they can grow crops big
enough to feed their families and
sell the surplus on the local mar-
kets.  from swissinfo

POTATO FACTS
The potato was probably first
cultivated in the region of Lake
Titicaca (modern-day Bolivia and
10

Peru) about 10’000 years ago. The
farmers of the Andes region began
selecting edible forms of wild po-
tato and succeeded in producing
increasingly better varieties. The
first modern potato (Solanum tube-
rosum) was apparently grown
about 7000 years ago. The potato
plant reached Europe in the 16th
century and later was spread by
missionaries, merchants and colo-
nists.

The potato is the fourth most
important food crop after wheat,
maize and rice. More than 300 mil-
lion tonnes of potato are produced
annually. Production of potatoes
has increased by 4.5% annually
worldwide in the past decade. Av-
erage per capita consumption of
potatoes in Europe was 93kg in
2003 and 22kg in developing coun-
tries.

Potatoes are grown in 125 coun-
tries worldwide, and the fields
cover an area 195000km2 — about
five times the total area of Switzer-
land.

One average-size potato con-
tains about 110 calories, three
grammes of protein, 23 grammes of
carbohydrate but no fat. It also
provides about half the amount of
vitamin C needed for an adult per-
son on a daily basis, as well as
iron, potassium and zinc.

Peeling test
The Llunchuy
waquachi  tuber
(see  picture)

played an impor-
tant part in de-
claring  women
eligible for mar-
riage. If a girl

S— managed to peel
the peculiarly-shaped potato she
was seen fit to get married. Would
you pass the test? swissinto

P

Witz

Zwei Kollegen treffen sich bei einem Bier, und
der eine der beiden beklagt sich dartiber,

dass seine Frau so eine Langweilerin sei.
Warum gehst du dann tberhaupt mit ihr

in die Ferien? meint der andere. Damit ,-%
mir die Ferien langer vorkommen. TF
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