A Quest for a Perfect Potato
As it was aired on Swedish National Public Radio January, 2009


HOST INTRO:
2008 was the “Year of the Potato.” In Peru, the homeland of this legume, climate change is causing problems for potato growers, but they are adapting ad experiment to find more durable verities and improved farming methods:

(AUDIO FILE STARTS)
CLAES
It’s late afternoon at the potato market in Huancayo in Eastern Peru, and commerce is still vivid. A few dozen varieties are beautifully piled next to each other; big, rounded Yungay. Golden Amarilla Peruana. Pepino. The popular Huamantanga. And the lusciously purple-colored Paseña from Huancavelica...

AXX: MARIA SCURRAH
CLAES
Plant breeder and geneticist Maria Scurrah walks me between the booths in market. The improved varieties are often big and rounded and have few or no “eyes,” she says. While the ancient varieties are usually smaller, shriveled and with deep “eyes.”

AXX: MARIA SCURRAH
NAT SOUND: EXITING THE MARKET
NAT SOUND: FARMING VILLAGE
CLAES
In spite of what seems like an abundance of potatoes at the Huancayo market, only a fraction are sold – according to the latest count there are more than 3,000 different varieties grown in Peru.
   But climate change has caused problems for the potato farmers. The rainy season comes later in the year. It doesn’t last as long – but can, on the other hand, be much more intensive than just a few years ago. 
   Frost and hail is more common. Higher daytime temperatures, while cloudiness is less frequent, which has lead to an increased number of cold nights…

NAT SOUND: TRUCK STOP. DOOR SLAM
CLAES (Cont.)
An hour’s drive north east of Huancayo, in Valle del Mantaro, is the small village of Quilcas, home to about five hundred people live. 
   Farthest down the hillside, they grow corn. At the mid-level; potatoes and fava beans and at the top level, at about 14,000 feet a special kind of slightly bitter potato. That is also where they put their lama, alpaca and sheep to out to pasture. 
   It is obvious that it’s getting warmer. That the rains come later in the year and are much more irregular. This time of the year, we should definitely be in the rainy season. So we are experiencing a total change, says Liberata Alcoser Huaman:

AXX: LIBERATA ALCOSER HUAMAN
CLAES
The yield has been affected by change in climate. It has probably dropped by about a third, says Wilbur Rodriguez Contreras…

AXX: WILBER RODRIGUEZ CONTRERAS
CLAES
…and with a warmer climate, there are also new pests and maladies that affects the potatoes. Why the Quilcas farmers have started using chemical pesticides – “it worries me,” says Fortunato Beropsi Pachero:  

AXX: FORTUNATO BEROPSI PACHERO
CLAES (VOICE-OVER)
I wish we could continue growing naturally, Fortunato says. But if we want something to eat, we have to use the pesticides.
AXX: FORTUNATO FADE UP
NAT SOUND: CHAQUITACLLA
CLAES
In a field nearby, Cornelio Contreras is plowing. Using the traditional Peruvian foot plow, the Chaquitaclla, he turns the soil, while his wife Elisabet pulls the weed. 
   It’s a warm day. Cornelio’s father, Don Europio, peers at the sun. As soon as it does rain, like the day before, the soil quickly dries out again, he says:

AXX: DON EUROPIO
CLAES
Since the turn of the millennia, the rainy season have become much more unpredictable. It can be weeks between the rains. If it continues this way, perhaps we’ll have no rain falls at all next year, he says:

AXX: DON EUROPIO
NAT SOUND: CUYS CRY
CLAES
There is no doubt, the Quilcas campesinos have been affected by climate change, Maria Scurrah says. Rising temperatures have forces them to move the potato fields further and further up the mountain side. In most of Peru, you can now grow potatoes at above 13,000 feet – which is unheard of:

AXX: MARIA SCURRAH
CLAES
In the long term, it will be necessary to do something about the lack of water, Maria says. One day, when the glacier at the top of the mountain has melted entirely, and the rivers in the valley have all dried out, the farmers have to find other ways to store water, and irrigation.

AXX: MARIA SCURRAH
CLAES
In spite of the obvious obstacles, the Quilcas potato farmers have been rather successful adapting to the new climate. By combining ancient methods and modern day scientific findings, they are making improvements; Testing new and improved varieties that are not as sensitive to the illnesses and pests that have appeared – varieties that can handle drought and frost and be grown at higher altitudes:

AXX: MARIA SCURRAH
NAT SOUND: QUILCAS
NAT SOUND: DOGS BARKING
CLAES
You need to have patience when you are looking for new varieties that are more resilient, Fortunato Beropsi Pachero says

AXX: FORTUNATO BEROPSI PACHERO
CLAES (VOICE-OVER)
We have found at least a couple of ancient varieties that are resistant to drought, frost and pests, Fortunato says…

 AXX: FORTUNATO BEROPSI PACHERO FADE UP
NAT SOUND: WOMEN WEEDING
CLAES
People in Quilcas may not be conscious about the actual cause of the changed climate. But they daily see the result of it. They often tell me, says Maria Scurrah, that they used to wear both a jacket and a sweater – and now a T-shirt is usually enough:
AXX: MARIA SCURRAH
CLAES
In Quilcas, in the Mantaro Valley in eastern Peru – This is Claes Andreasson for Studio One.
