
Andean potato peasants are "seed bankers" 

In the home of the potato in South America, farmers have developed an immense diversity of 
varieties over the centuries, but these valuable genetic resources are endangered with the 
promotion of "modern" potato production. Albrecht Benzing spoke with Anibal and Orfelina 
Correo, peasant farmers in Ecuador, to find out more about the indigenous potato varieties 
they are trying to maintain.  

Albrecht Benzing  

"We easily let ourselves be talked into it", recalls Anibal Correo, a peasant in the village of 
Boliche in Ecuador. "Agronomists came and encouraged us to start a co-operative. They 
brought new potato seed and mineral fertiliser and set up field experiments. Of course, in the 
beginning it was obvious that the new seed and foreign fertiliser brought better yields. 
Besides, we were used to thinking that anything coming from the gringos must be better than 
what we had." I met Anibal Correo at a seminar for potato growers from different parts of the 
Ecuadorian highland, and then travelled one and a half days from Riobamba to Boliche in 
order to learn more about his farming methods and to add to our collection of indigenous 
potato varieties. Anibal is in his mid-40s, is married and has four children. He and his wife 
Orfelina grow potatoes in rotation with mashua, oca, melloco (three Andean tuber plants), 
field beans and barley at an altitude of 3500 m.  

"Already in the second year I noticed that we were having more problems with the potatoes 
than we used to. And in the third year the cutworms started to increase in number. The 
agronomists then brought us fungicides and insecticides to fight the diseases and pests. But 
these inputs got more expensive each year, and you had to keep using more and more of them. 
Besides, the potatoes tasted bitter if you sprayed them so much." Anibal continued: "In the co-
operative, I criticised the introduced techniques and said it would be better if we went back to 
our old ones. But the others didn't want to listen, because they still thought that the mineral 
fertilisers brought better yields. That's why I left the co-operative and now work only on my 
own land. I began to fertilise again like we used to and before long the pests became less of a 
problem." His method of fertilising: The sheep are kept overnight in a small enclosure on the 
future potato plot. In this way, with very little labour input, urine and dung are deposited. 
After two or three nights, the enclosure is moved to another part of the plot. The sheep dung, 
together with feed residues and weeds, is worked into the soil with a hoe.  

Indigenous potato knowledge  

Anibal and Orfelina still grow (as used to be common practice in the area) over 20 different 
potato varieties. They know each by name and know where it comes from. They can describe 
the typical characteristics of the plants' flowers and leaves, and can differentiate the tubers by 
taste. They know which varieties are susceptible to which diseases and climatic influences. 
All the varieties are grown together in the same plot. "In a dry year," Anibal explained, 
"maybe some of the varieties don't yield so much, but then we still have the other potatoes 
which can put up with some dryness. In a wet year, it can be just the opposite, and we're glad 
of the potatoes that aren't so liable to rot. There are some varieties which are more resistant to 
frost, and others are more resistant to cutworms." Only two types of potatoes are grown in 
separate plots: the varieties which are difficult to peel on account of their very deep eyes and 
are cooked in their skins and eaten as "kariuchu" together with pepperoni sauce; and the 
yellow and red "chauchas", which take only four months to mature and are harvested earlier 



than the other varieties. This principle of the greatest possible diversification runs like a red 
thread through their entire farming system. For example, the Correo family has another piece 
of land "down below" at an altitude of about 2700 m, where they grow maize, beans, peas, 
wheat, gourds and pepperoni. Sowing and harvest times differ according to altitude, so the 
work load can be spread over the year. If particularly severe night frosts result in crop losses 
on the higher land, the family still has maize to eat. If the maize fares poorly in a dry year, a 
harvest can still be expected on the higher soils with their better water-holding capacity.  

Not textbook knowledge  

The next morning, while helping Anibal prepare the holes for potato planting, I asked him 
why he made the holes so deep. In the agricultural textbooks, we had learned that potatoes 
should not be laid deeper than 5-10 cm under the soil surface, particularly in heavy soils. He 
explained to me: "With the night frosts we have here, it often happens that even the mother 
tuber could freeze if she were lying too close to the soil surface." And why, I asked, is he 
making the rows at an angle to the slope? His reply: "Judging by the weather until now, this is 
going to be a wet year, and the water has to be able to run off so that the potatoes don't rot." 
The detailed knowledge of Anibal and Orfelina about soils, climates and plants, and the 
potatoes varieties they continue to grow are of great importance for our work in Ecuador. In 
co-operation with the Polytechnical College in Riobamba, the non-governmental organisation 
Eirene has been supporting investigations of traditional potato production and collection of 
indigenous potato varieties.  

Diversity at peril  

Potato growing has an extremely long tradition in this area. Over 3000 years ago, Indians near 
Titicaca Lake close to what is now the border between Peru and Bolivia began to domesticate 
wild nightshade plants (Solanaceae) with small tubers. From there, these tuberous plants 
spread across the entire Andes area, already long before the Incas established their huge 
empire in the 15th century. It is thanks to the efforts of these "primitive" Indians that eight 
potatoes species with thousands of varieties are now grown in the Andes and that the most 
important of these species, Solanum tuberosum, has become the fourth most important food 
plant in the world. However, as a small number of high yielding cultivars are being introduced 
in the course of "agricultural development", the diversity of species and varieties in Andean 
potato growing is declining. Recognising the danger of losing valuable genetic resources, the 
International Potato Center (CIP) in Peru has built up a gene bank with 4-5 thousand wild and 
cultivated potato varieties. This material is important not only for the Andes region; new 
German, Dutch or Russian cultivars will be created by crossing with the genetic material from 
the original home of the potato.  

Maintaining diversity in the field  

In contrast to CIP, the small project in Riobamba is not primarily concerned with maintaining 
gene banks for breeding purposes. Instead, we are trying to maintain the genetic diversity on 
the fields of the Andean farmers themselves. We are trying to establish a small centre for the 
production of certified (above all, virus-free) seed from indigenous potato varieties. Thus far, 
certified seed is available only from the new "improved" varieties, and then only in small 
quantities and at prices too high for most Ecuadorian peasants. We hope that, by giving the 
peasant families access to high-quality local seed, we will help to avoid that they one day 
become dependent on foreign "miracle varieties" and the insecticides, herbicides, fungicides, 



nematicides and various other "-cides" required to produce them. The different indigenous 
varieties we collect are planted and multiplied in peasants' fields or village land at various 
altitudes, and the effects of diseases, pests and climatic influences are observed. Many 
peasants at each site are curious and interested, and those who work together with us on the 
trial plots receive half of the yield. Thus, some of the varieties threatened with extinction 
return home or find new homes.  
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