NEWS FROM KATHY AND PHIL IN OAXACA

December, 2010

Dear Friends and Family, 

It was just over a week ago that it happened. We awoke to a shivering cold morning and found  half an inch of ice on the water buckets outside. By midday as we surveyed the village from our mountainside, we could see the corn fields which the evening before had been deep green, converted now to whitish-brown stalks that crackled in the breeze. During the day as we talked to neighbors, we began to see the extent of the damage. The incessant rains this summer and the lack of sun had delayed the maturing of the corn and bean crops. No one in the village remembers such a heavy frost so early. But the crops had not yet dried adequately, and the frost froze the tender ears and pods. Almost all of the Mixteca Alta here, we learned in the following days, has lost its entire corn and bean crops, and some of the wheat crop has also been damaged. 

“There will be a lot of migration this year”, Tio Andrés predicted. 
Our neighbor, Tio Juan, is always optimistic. “Next year will be a good year”, he opined. But then he added. “But it is the children who will suffer most this year. We adults will be able to do with less. But the children…”
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Our Comadre, Adelina, had worried a week earlier, “If it frosts, we don’t eat.”   Of course, it is not only here that changes in climates are affecting food production. When in Bolivia a few months ago, we saw the glaciers of the sacred mountain of Illimani which towers over the city of La Paz reduced to patches. Farmers from the semi- arid mountainsides depend on the melting glaciers each spring for irrigation waters. Those who deny that climates are changing must, unlike Adelina, be unaware of where their food comes from and how delicate is the climatic balance that makes food production work on this planet.
The sacred mountain Illimani towers above La Paz                                                                  

Recently the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations warned that food prices may well rise 50% globally in 2011, due to climate change, speculation, and competing uses of farmland such as biofuels. Speculative investment on the grain futures markets after the housing market collapsed in 2008 is thought by many to have been a key factor in the food crisis of 2008. Such investment needs to be carefully regulated. Faith in the mythical and magical guiding hand of the market, which according to Federal Reserve reports, today has produced all- time record corporate profits, despite record unemployment and poverty rates, is a luxury of the wealthy, whose tables are full. 

Biofuels, made lucrative by government subsidies in the energy consuming North, add to the problem by competing for agricultural land use. Though by European regulations, biofuels cannot be produced on newly cleared agricultural land, big money buys up land currently used for agriculture, forcing forest clearing for food production, a process that is so common today that it has its own abbreviation, ILUC, Indirect Land Use Change. Despite the fact that a recent Institute for European Environmental Policy study found that meeting biofuel use goals set by many nations will do twice the damage to the environment than continued use of peaking petroleum products, this pressure on agricultural lands and on food prices will most likely continue until we in the North are finally willing to admit that we must drastically reduce our energy use. 
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Here neighbors have noticed that in the past few years of drought, floods, and freezes, one ancient variety of corn, called cajete, has resisted. But it is a special corn that is planted in a special way. It looks like a plant for times of climate change. Yet most of area farmers have stopped planting cajete because it is labor intensive. Now they are remembering how it was done in the past. Instead of paying helpers to plant, the planting was done by “gueza” - I help you plant your crop and you help me plant mine. A whole social organization involving special foods for planting days, times of sharing stories and legends, songs and celebration surrounded the planting of cajete. Our Compadre Jesús says, “We need to plant more cajete, but to do this we need to promote once again the social organization that surrounds its planting, to make it viable.”  




                                                           Field of cajete surrounding our house last summer           
Can we in the North distill some guidelines for facing the challenges of these special times from the people of San Isidro?  Perhaps…
· Calm our passion for the new

· Carefully consider what worked in our culture in the past

· Reinvent social organization models that build community and recognize our mutual interdependence

After all, our job is to assure that the children of our human family have food for the future.

Once again we thank you for accompanying us on our journey.  Our thanks for your prayers, your letters, and for your donations, which help so much in enabling us to continue this work.  But please don’t feel obligated, since the purpose of these newsletters is to share our vantage point from this corner of the world and the signs of hope we see from here.

Love and blessings,

Phil and Kathy

Kathy & Phil Dahl-Bredine, 
Apdo. 29, OAXACA,  69600, 

Mexico, kpdbmx@gmail
