POTATO POWER DRIVES SUSTAINABILITY

By David Booth

The humble potato has created a stir amongst the most isolated population of Bali that had never seen a potato, tomato or carrot before 1999.
On a remote hillside high up the steep and arid northern slopes of  Mount Agung in East Bali, fifteen cassava farmers gathered for their first lesson in planting potatoes on the twenty-sixth of February 2003, with a passion never seen since the East Bali Poverty Project launched their children’s integrated education Programme in August 1999. 
To see the glee on their faces you would have thought they had struck gold! Well, for them the humble potato is going to be better than gold: it will eventually replace cassava as their staple and ensure healthier children and adults due to the high nutrition content. When you also realise that their life savings is a cow or two, and that before the East Bali Poverty Project opened up new doors of hope, the only crops they knew how to grow – and were possible to grow in such steep and sandy farmland - were cassava and corn. They also understood that eventually potatoes could replace cassava as their main staple and bring better health and hopefully future prosperity to their families. 
What is even more astounding is the farmers’ enthusiasm for a previously unknown vegetable. Their kids on our integrated education programmes introduced potatoes to their parents in June 2001 when our first successful crop was harvested in Cegi children’s organic school garden. They all took a few home for their family to try, armed with the following facts:
· We can grow almost any vegetable if we know how to improve the soil and take care of the young plants;
· Potatoes are delicious and high in Vitamin C, most of which is in the skins;
· They are easy to cook and fill our stomachs

· We can grow potatoes in the same plots as companion plants such as beans, broccoli, egg plant, cauliflower, cabbage and corn. 

This newly established farmer’s cooperative is the culmination of over two years development of simple school gardens in all of our four children’s integrated education programmes where the process of learning is all based around the essential basic needs of good health through better nutrition. The children learn in our programmes and then educate their parents. 

The first seed potatoes we bought in 2001 were from Baturiti, near Bedugul in central Bali. We took advice from our volunteer Balinese agricultural specialists and taught the children how to improve the soil with cow’s manure and organic worm fertiliser prior to planting. 
The real excitement started on that sunny day in June 2001, already two months into the dry season, when Komang Kurniawan, our team leader for the project advised me that the potatoes were ready for harvesting. I arrived about nine o’clock. The parents were curiously observing. “What’s that?” asked Nengah Tekeh “It’s a potato” I replied with a satisfied grin. “Can we eat it?” was his next question. I then turned to the crowd of curious onlookers - parents and the children on our integrated education programme in Cegi hamlet - as I examined the first potato crop with my field team of East Bali Poverty Project. “Sure” I replied, “but after your children have tried them for their school meals”. Nengah’s son was one of the children doing the hands-on work of gently excavating the potatoes, supervised by our Balinese agronomist. This was the culmination of almost four months of school garden development, the potatoes being the last crop to harvest. 

Now February 2003, thanks to a grant from the British Embassy Small Grant’s Scheme, we have started the process of developing community learning gardens in the four hamlets of Bunga, Manikaji, Cegi and Pengalusan. The first farmers cooperative in Bunga becomes the model for the next three, all of which will learn by learning and sharing knowledge initially with their children and then with the farmers of the hamlets who have already started. The exciting bit was that the farmers in all the hamlets had firmly picked potatoes as their vegetable of choice to replace cassava. The most difficult part of this process was finding a good quality potato, remembering that sustainability can only be achieved if we plant potatoes that can be guaranteed to produce a sufficiently healthy crop where they can continue saving a percentage to re-plant in the ongoing seasons. 
This was difficult as it turned out that the potatoes available in Bali were not truly organic, nor did the sellers give any assurance that they could produce good seeds. Back to my main source of research: the internet. 
Bingo! In Jakarta I learnt of Malcolm Llewellyn and his team who only supply certified potato seeds. We took the opportunity of getting his top field man to visit all our sites in the mountain to advise us on the potential for potatoes and the best ones to plant. We received 350 kilograms of potatoes on the sixteenth of February, and by the time you read this, the total of approximately 3,880 spuds will be in the ground. The Ketua (head) of each of the farmers newly formed cooperatives have all signed a very detailed and carefully worded agreement that was fully discussed with them beforehand to ensure the commitment and sustainability of the programme. In addition, each of the individuals in the cooperative has signed – well, to be honest, they cannot write and do a thumbprint - a separate agreement confirming their understanding and commitment. 
The long-term plan will see the farmers who “graduate” their learning process starting their own small kitchen garden, including the whole range of vegetables that are essential for a balanced diet and food security, next season under the guidance of EBPP team. The third year will hopefully see them improving much of their own farmland for the ultimate goal of satisfying the extended family’s nutrition needs, and selling the surplus, with the support of EBPP’s marketing team.

Potato power has arrived in the lives of hundreds of families as a tool of change and hope for future health and sustainable social and economic development.

I appreciate any feedback from these articles, and am happy to provide any further information. Please call me on 0361 410071 or email: info@eastbalipovertyproject.org. Homepage: www.eastbalipovertyproject.org.

