




























































































Photo 16. A wide variety of fresh potatoes are sold in the markets in Cusco 

Thus far, Peruvian farmers are by no means in danger of converting their potato system to 

monoculture. Now, however, they have tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots, quinoa, and other crops to 

replace some of the potato varieties in what often used to be a diet consisting largely of potatoes. 

More importantly, regional and national fresh potato markets are in danger of being replaced, in part, 

by the processed potato market, in which cheaply processed products such as French fries are 

imported from industrialized countries, namely the United States, Canada, and the Netherlands. ccIn 

1992, Peru imported 83 tons of frozen French fries. In 1995, that number jumped to 1,828 tons, a 

2000% increase (Maldonado, 2000). This increase is due to several factors. First, Peru was much 

more politically stable in 1995 than in 1992. Tourism increased in those years, thanks to the 
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administration of President Alberto Fujimori, and more tourism brought an increased demand for fast 

food options. 

McDonald's, a corporation known the world over for uniformity in the taste of its products, 

came to Cusco the year before I got there. The only billboard advertising the fast food corporation in 

the city is on a hill directly across from the airport entrance. Three billboards stand there - one for 

McDonald's, another for Coca-Cola, and a third for Cusquefia, Cusco's home-grown beer. 

(Cusquefia is now owned by the Backus and Johnston brewery, which also owns Peru's other biggest 

beer names, including Pilsen, Cristal, Arequipefia, and San Juan. Not surprisingly, all beer in Peru 

tastes exactly the same.) 

I know these three billboards well because for my first five months in Cusco I lived in their 

shadow, literally, in the apartment complexes at the foot of the same hill. Despite McDonald's 

looming presence in this part of Cusco, I don't know any Cusquefian who frequents the fast food 

restaurant, probably in part because a hamburger costs three times more than a full lunch at most 

restaurants. In fact, in February and March, while Machu Picchu was closed due to flood damage, 

McDonald's offered a 10% discount to Cusquefians because it couldn't support a good business with 

the meager trickle of tourists coming into the city. However, the picture is quite different in Lima, 

where eighteen McDonald's have set up shop since 1996 and enjoy a healthy support from the 

Limefians. If trends in Cusco follow Lima's lead as well as McDonald's initiative to open five new 

restaurants in Peru every year, then the city could be looking at a very different economy in the next 

decade, one where more money is flowing out of the city to multi-national corporations 

(McDonalds). This shift clearly will affect the markets of the main products that McDonald's uses: 

beef, chicken, and, most importantly for my purposes here, potatoes. 

In his article, "Globalization Takes Root: Potato Trade in Latin America," Maldonado warns 

countries he labels as current "negligible traders" that local markets soon might have to compete with 
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cheaper imports of processed and fresh potatoes. "Given the high levels of per capita consumption 

and the large numbers of low income urban consumers," he observes, "the threat of much greater 

imports of processed or fresh potatoes that are much cheaper than locally produced material has to be 

taken seriously" (227). The first objective for potato fanners in Peru is to prevent their local market 

being displaced by foreign imports. To accomplish this goal, Maldonado suggests marketing and 

selling locally preferred varieties and taking better advantage of year-long harvests. 

I think Peru's potato farmers could set even larger goals, although protecting the local market 

is a vital step. Right now, Peru is listed under the category of "negligible trader." It would currently 

be impossible for Peru to compete on the same level as Latin America's relatively agriculturally 

industrialized countries, such as Argentina and Colombia, particularly as potato production occurs in 

the sierra where industrialization is even less prevalent. So it shouldn't try. But there is one thing 

that small-scale farmers in the Peruvian Andes have that large agricultural corporations in Colombia 

and Argentina do not, and that is variety - not to mention the advertising appeal of small, organic, 

fair-trade operations that they can provide. I've seen alpaca hats and mittens from the Andes 

advertised as "fair-trade" and "socially responsible" in my local Whole Foods store, so why not 

potatoes? Jorge Luis Quispe Velasquez, an agronomical engineer at La Molina National Agricultural 

University in Lima, seems to think it's possible. 

Quispe, in his paper "Perspectives of Native Potato Fanning in Peru," argues for the 

marketing potential of the native potato. In particular, he argues that this market is a good choice for 

farmers who might have previously been pressured to grow coca for cocaine production. 

Traditionally, native potatoes have been grown only as a subsistence crop because they do not have a 

high market price. So it isn't surprising that in the 1980s many native potato farmers opted to move 

to the semi-tropical valleys of the Andes and fann coca, which actually provided an income for them. 
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Quispe argues that the farmers can now return to farming potatoes and enjoy a profit from 

their cultivation. Several markets are available to native potatoes, the first due to the new-found 

popularity of novandina food, which uses traditional Peruvian ingredients in creative gourmet dishes. 

Novandina has grown in popularity throughout Latin America and even in the US and Europe. 

Indeed, a cevicheria, a restaurant that specializes in ceviche, a dish of raw fish marinated in lime 

juice and eaten with potatoes and choclo (a type of large-kernel com specific to Peruvian cuisine), 

opened last year in my hometown of Louisville, Kentucky. Furthermore, tests at la Molina have 

supported claims of native potatoes' nutritional and medicinal properties. Certain varieties of potato 

were found to have high levels of antioxidants, including high levels of anthocyanins and 

carotenoids. The majority of these varieties showed antioxidant capacity on par with that of 

blueberries (Quispe Velasquez). While research is lacking in this field, the information gathered thus 

far has been very promising. For all these reasons, the native potato is starting to be seen as a highly 

marketable product. 

Happily, there have been some success stories about the commercialization of the native 

potato in the last few years. While McDonald's is trying to lead Peru toward a blander tasting future, 

Lay's, another huge multi-national corporation, is doing quite the opposite. In my second semester, 

my daily bus ride to the Granja K'ayra took me past a billboard looking over the Avenida de la 

Cullura, Cusco's largest commercial street, which runs the length of the city from the historic central 

district until it turns into a highway at K'ayra at the outskirts of San Jeronimo. The billboard shows a 

Peruvian man holding a bundle of potatoes by their leaves, a typical Andean scene of a field and 

mountains behind him, and the words "Del campo a Ius manos" underneath. This campaign from 

Lay's, "from the field to your hands," advertises its new product that uses native Peruvian potatoes in 

its chips. It is a collaborative effort among the International Potato Center (CIP) in Lima, Lay's, and 

highland communities to produce chips from seven varieties of native potato known for their frying 
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Photo 17. Lay's campaign for Peruvian potato chips 

properties. Its goal is to connect the native potato with an urban consumer base. I would argue that 

Lay's motivation behind this campaign is not based in a sense of environmentalism or social 

responsibility, but rather very shrewd business decision-making. 

Other examples of development projects that support the native potato are the T'ikapapa 

Project in Lima and the Potato Park project in Cusco, both of which are funded in part by the CIP. 

The T'ikapapa Project's aim, like that of the Lay's potato chip campaign, is to bring the native potato 

to the urban consumer through commercialization. T'ikapapa (which means "potato flower" in 

Quechua) is a company that packages and sells native potatoes under strict quality standards. Its aim 

is to bring the native potato to a wider audience but also to show that it has economic viability, for 

both individual producers and larger businesses (Ordinola, 2007). The Potato Park project's aim is 

more academic than economic, its objective being to conserve the biodiversity of the potato by 

creating a "Jiving museum" of potato germplasm. The CIP provides incentive to families in the 

Sacred Valley of the Cusco region to cultivate varieties of native potato. This tract ofland that spans 
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10,000 hectares and includes six communities, called the Potato Park, is fanned by 1200 Andean 

families (Salazar, Preserving the potato in its birthplace, 2008). 

As can be seen from these examples, the push for the native potato is small but strong, and 

varied at that. I think this niche could provide a much-needed opportunity for the American 

government in Peru. I would urge the American government to support such initiatives as part of its 

coca eradication programs. Rather than making its focus the destruction of coca fanners' livelihoods 

in Tingo Maria, US policy should support the commercialization of native potato cultivation there so 

that those same fanners have an option. In this way they can shift Peruvian perspective of American 

government from the negative to the positive while still trying to accomplish the same mission. 

IV I Conclusion 

The diverse ecology and unique growing seasons that are found in Peru make it an ideal place for 

agriculture and natural resources. It is the place of origin of several of the world's most important 

crops, including the tomato and the potato. Peru also grows commercially, albeit on a small scale, a 

variety of crops such as Targuis cotton, grapes, quinoa, asparagus, and artichokes. Another crop of 

vital importance to Peru's well-being is coca, which nationally is a cherished cultural resource but 

internationally classified as an illegal narcotic. While Peru has made great economic advances in the 

tourism sector in the last few decades, its agricultural and natural resources remain a largely 

undeveloped economic opportunity. 

Several barriers prevent Peru's expansIOn of commercial agriculture, two of the most 

important being lack of mechanization and transportation infrastructure. While Peru has fertile 

agricultural land in the sierra and the selva, these are less mechanized than on the coast. Agricultural 

production is a more labor-intensive process, in which more community members participate, as can 

be seen in the dairy operation in the town of Huironay. However, although there are obvious 
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economical drawbacks to this operation, it also creates a more closely connected community in 

which members share an interdependence. Huironay also illustrates the other main barrier to 

economically-viable agriculture in Peru, which is the lack of a developed infrastructure of 

transportation. In order to get milk from Huironay, businesses from Abancay and other nearby cities 

must drive a total of ten hours on gravel and dirt roads. This barrier is also seen in my trip to 

Pucallpa, when Gabriel had to travel to get not only the physical timber seeds, but local knowledge 

about how to grow those timber species. Obstacles such as these prevent Peru from advancing in 

commercial agriculture. 

Other obstacles that do not have such a direct effect on agriculture include the ongoing 

development of gender roles and education in the country. Women are an integral part of agricultural 

production, particularly in the rural areas of the sierra and the selva. Due to economic development 

and the impact of globalization, the role that women hold in Peru is changing, and how that role 

changes will be a contributing factor in the future of agriculture. Furthermore, education is also 

vitally important to that future. While more college-aged youth are attending universities, agronomy 

colleges such as the one at UNSAAC attract youth who are less dedicated to the field of agriculture 

than in other colleges in the university that are more competitive. Free tuition in all national 

universities creates a moral hazard in which students can perform poorly and continuously return to 

the university without having to pay tuition. 

Another integral component in agriculture is the management of the natural resources that 

sustain it. Water, which has become a stressed resource the world over, is of particular concern in 

Peru because almost all the country's water resources are in the sierra and selva regions, while almost 

all commercial agriculture takes place on the coast. While there have recently been more 

governmental projects, such as the Limon Dam in the north and the Majes-Sijuas II project in the 
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south, they are often controversial among the rural Peruvians who are most affected. Furthermore, 

projects like these are highly subject to changes in political authority. 

Two of the most important crops in Peru are coca and the potato. Coca, which is arguably the 

most controversial crop in the country due to its use for cocaine production, is also an essential part 

of social life in many indigenous communities. Rather than punish farmers who grow coca illegally, 

the Peruvian government and international governments that pressure it, such as the United States, 

could more effectively eradicate the coca cultivated for cocaine production by offering another 

source of income. This source would possibly come from the cultivation of niche varieties of potato. 

The majority of the world consumes fewer than a dozen varieties of potato; in contrast, Peru is home 

to over 3000 varieties. Some of these varieties have high levels of antioxidants and flavors suitable 

for gourmet cooking. Programs such as Lay's "from the field to your hands" campaign and the 

T'ikapapa project provide economic benefit to farmers who may have been otherwise tempted by 

coca cultivation for the use of cocaine production. Continuing efforts such as these could not only 

preserve the thousands of potato varieties that are culturally important to Peru, but could provide 

income to some of its poorest people. 

While Peru faces several obstacles to the economic growth of agriculture and natural 

resources, there are several opportunities for its development. While mechanization and 

transportation face physical and economic barriers, the quickly growing economy in Peru, as we1l as 

stable political conditions, make for a good environment to increase mechanization in the sierra and 

selva regions, and to continue building national and international highways like the Peru-Brazil 

highway currently underway. Increasing agricultural production in these regions is preferable for the 

management and allocation of water resources, as they are already naturally located there. Programs 

and projects that strive to increase the commercial production of niche crops such as potatoes can 

help to prevent the poor farming class in Peru from turning to the illegal cultivation of coca for 
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cocaine production. In these ways, Peru can take a step forward to a healthy and economically viable 

agricultural sector that responsibly and effectively manages its natural resources. 
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