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NARRATOR 
Mountain ecosystems are among the world's most fragile. They are home to an 
extraordinary range of plants and animals, they are the source of the world's rivers.  
 
Mountains are home to 10% of the world's peoples. 
 
For those who live at world’s highest elevations, it’s not the lack of oxygen that takes their 
breath away, it’s the lack of food.   
 
In this edition of Earth Report, we travel to the Ethiopian Highlands…and the Peruvian 
Andes to explore why so many mountain people are now being counted among the world’s 
hungriest citizens.  
 
Gregorio Condori grows potatoes. 
 
In the Peruvian Andes -- 4,500 metres above sea level – there’s little else that will grow.  
 
To ensure a supply of food year round, Gregorio and his neighbours use an ancient 
preservation technique first developed by their Incan ancestors.  
 
Taking advantage of daily extremes in temperature, the potatoes are exposed to 
consecutive bouts of frost and sun.  
 
Eventually, after squeezing out remaining moisture, they become freeze-dried.   
 
Preserving potatoes is one way in which the native Quechua people here have adapted to 
the challenges of mountain living. 
 
Survival at the world’s highest altitudes is a daily struggle.  The sun’s ultra violet rays are 
more damaging…avalanches and lightning are regular killers…and even a minor injury can 
become life threatening, when medical care is far away. 
 
Yet for most of the world’s mountain dwellers, these are minor obstacles when compared 
with the challenge of growing enough food to eat. 
 
At higher elevations, soils are less fertile. While the very shape of mountains encourages 
them to erode quickly.  
 
Growing seasons are short. And only a few crop varieties can withstand the cold.  
 
Gregorio Condori  
"Corn doesn’t grow, beans don’t grow…fruit, none of them will grow…only potatoes" 
 
NARRATOR 
At extreme altitudes, the body too behaves differently, burning more calories and requiring 
more nutrient-rich foods than it would closer to sea level. 
 
Gregario and his family don’t normally eat the assortment of foods cooked in this soup, but 
it’s here to illustrate a point.   
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This meal includes all of the calories, vitamins and minerals Gregorio’s family needs to 
withstand the physical demands of living and working at this altitude. 
 
In reality, they rarely get any of these nutritious foods. Occasionally wild herbs and berries 
supplement their diet. 
 
But most meals for Gregorio's family consist of meat from alpaca...and lots of potatoes. 
 
It is estimated there are as many as 800 million undernourished people in the world. Now, 
new research undertaken by the United Nation’s Food and Agriculture Organization 
suggests that a disproportionate number live in mountains. 
 
Throughout history, some of the world’s greatest civilizations originated and thrived in 
mountains. 
 
Until the 16th century, the Incan empire supported a population exceeding that of present 
day Peru. Why were they able to succeed where so many now struggle? 
 
Mario Tapia, Project Director, United Nations Development Program 
"The Incas, for example, tried to organize and have lands in different altitudes and different 
products…there was an integration between different areas, of lowlands and highlands…so 
there was exchange that now is completely destroyed, there is not such a connection." 
 
Today, the time and expense involved in travelling between highlands and lowlands makes 
it difficult for mountain communities to obtain basic goods and services, as well as to find 
markets for their own products. 
 
Gregorio Condori  
"I have a product but where do I sell it?  What we’re missing are connections.  The farmers 
here, we don’t have telephones…and we don’t have a radio -- by that I mean a way of 
communicating…we have nothing." 
 
NARRATOR 
Given the difficulties of living in mountain environments, it’s not surprisingly that some of the 
world’s most mountainous countries are among its poorest. 
 
In Ethiopia, nearly two-thirds of the population live in highland areas…3,000 metres above 
sea level. 
 
For generations, people here have been subsistence farmers, depending on land for their 
survival.  
 
Now, the needs of a growing population have outstripped the capacity of local 
resources…and many, like 23-year-old Getabelew, have been left landless. 
 
In 1975, Ethiopia’s former military government nationalized farm land and introduced land 
redistribution practices that continue today.   
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Getabelew was just a child the last time the government gave away land here. Now there’s 
no land left to give.  
 
To survive, he works for food.  
 
Tezera Sisseha, National Consultant, Health and Nutrition, Ethiopia  
"Land is the major economic asset in that area -- your social as well as economic status is 
based on the acquisition of land, the size of the land, the quality of the land, so the landless, 
are in the worst category if they don’t have land, socially they are not recognized."  
 
Getabelew  
"if I go and cut wheat they give me a small piece and that its not enough. If we eat lunch we 
don’t eat dinner…if we eat dinner we don’t eat lunch…it’s very hard and sometimes I return 
home without bringing back wheat…it’s hard. " 
 
"My babies they will cry if there is not enough food and we will give them what is left over 
from the coffee and bread, but for us we will hold it, like the hunger, we can resist it, for the 
baby it’s hard." 
 
NARRATOR 
Getabelew lives on his grandfather’s farm. Although farmers can’t own land outright, they 
are permitted to pass the use of land down to their children. Now, two generations later, the 
original farm here has been divided among so many family members, that no one family 
can produce enough to eat. 
 
Mark Wijne, Nutrition Consultant, United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization  
"To live only from farming an average family would need double or triple the land which they 
have now and that is not possible. There are no households in these areas that have 
enough land to produce enough food for the whole family." 
 
In some regions, as much as 30 percent of the population is landless. To survive, many 
take whatever they can find of value…further degrading the land that so many depend on.  
 
But what choice do they have? 
 
Mark Wijne 
"People are restricted to stay in the areas they are living in because of regional policies. 
There may be areas in lowlands which are empty and free, but people are not encouraged 
to do this. Even if they have the idea or initiative they can’t." 
 
Getabelew  
"I blame the government cause they didn’t look out for us, I was young at the time, like I 
couldn’t get the land I was too young." 
 
NARRATOR 
In some mountain communities – such as here in the Amhara region of Ethiopia – the 
difference between being poor and being among the poorest of the poor is ownership of an 
ox and plough….and your gender. 
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Aselefech is a single mother with land on which to grow food. But because local customs 
forbid women from ploughing, she must pay a man to grow the food for her. 
 
Mark Wijne, Nutrition Consultant, United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization  
"She’s not allowed to plough the land herself so she has to hire men or other people to do 
that for her and in the process she has to pay half or more of the harvest. So that means 
she is getting a lot less from the same area of land as a similar male headed household 
would so she is forced to find other income." 
 
NARRATOR 
Selling a small ration from her share of the harvest, Aselefech earns two Ethiopan Birr or 
about 20 cents…contributing to a cash income that amounts to less than $50 a year.  
 
Between the grain she keeps from the harvest and what little she can earn from other 
sources, Aselefech can only provide enough food to feed her children for about four months 
of the year.  
 
The rest of the time, she relies on government food aid or the generosity of neighbours. 
 
Still…many days she and her children will have nothing more nutritious to eat than this 
bread made from barley. 
 
Tezera Sisseha  
"About 50 percent of the children are small for their age. Every other child is chronically 
malnourished. Studies conducted indicate the state of malnutrition occurs right away from 
birth, so this relates back to the nutritional status of women. A malnourished mother cannot 
give birth to a well-nourished child."  
 
NARRATOR 
Already undernourished in the womb, these children face a difficult future. Their physical 
and mental development will be impaired. Many will suffer from vitamin deficiencies, putting 
them at risk of blindness and infectious diseases.  And without energy to take part in 
activities or to learn, they’ll have a hard time improving their lives as they grow older.   
 
Aselefech  
"What’s the purpose of dreaming…it’s hard to get what you want. You can’t succeed even if 
you work hard.  I dream of buying an ox and cows and ploughing the land…that’s what I  
dream" 
 
NARRATOR 
Guido Ayala is a nutritionist and professor with San Marcos University in Lima. 
 
He’s spent seven years studying the nutritional levels, habits and customs of Quechua 
people living at high altitudes in the Peruvian Andes. 
 
This family lives on a farm 3,500 metres above sea level. They tell Dr. Ayala that frost 
problems have destroyed much of their potatoe harvest and that they’re worried about 
having enough to eat. 
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During family visits, Dr. Ayala takes note of the variety of foods people consume here…as 
well as calculating the nutrients and calorie they need to live at this altitude.  
 
Guido Ayala, Professor, San Marcos University, Peru  
"If you consider the community of Acconcunca, which is a community 4,500 metres above 
sea level, their diet consist exclusively of meat from alpaca…in different forms…dried or 
fresh…and potatoes. From the point of view of the nutritional value…it’s a good quality 
protein…but they lack energy…and as well, they appeared to be lacking vitamins and 
minerals." 
 
NARRATOR 
What appeared to be, wasn’t so. Upon closer inspection Dr. Ayala discovered something 
surprising about the impact that indigenous knowledge was having on local nutrition. 
 
Guido Ayala  
"There was no evidence of a clinical deficiency. So, we began to hypothesize that the 
farmers were not only farming but collecting wild plants. When they are out in the fields 
herding animals, they are also collecting and eating plants. And because they are herding 
during the rainy season, when wild plants grow, they find fruits in the field that they eat. 
Those fruits have vitamins. So this is the explanation for why we didn’t find any deficiencies 
here." 
 
NARRATOR 
Sunday market in Ocongate…3,800 metres above sea level. 
 
For the few who can afford them, it’s a chance to fill up on foods they might not otherwise 
see or taste. 
 
Throughout history, indigenous agriculture and environmental knowledge passed down 
through generations of mountain people have been invaluable to human development.  
 
Mountain ecosystems are the original source for a number of the 20 plant species that now 
supply 80 percent of the world's food.   
 
The more common these foods become…the more important it will be to preserve the wild 
relatives of many of these plants. 
 
Eve Crowley, Senior Officer, Rural Poverty Alleviation, United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization  
"What we’re finding is in the zones that are down land, closer to markets that are more 
accessible, that there’s been this process of genetic erosion where we’re losing this 
diversity of species and the remote zones in mountain areas continue to maintain them…so 
these species really are essential for enabling the food crops that we all eat to be diverse 
and interesting to the human palette and also to survive in different kinds of climatic 
environments and against different kinds of stresses and pests." 
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NARRATOR 
As a consequence of rapid elevation, slope and orientation to the sun, mountain 
environments nurture unique pockets of life.  Many of the species that are found here exist 
nowhere else.  
 
Eve Crowley  
"Mountains are among the richest repositories of biodiversity in the world, we are talking not 
just about food and fuel and fibre and medicine and forage that’s useful to the people who 
live there but it’s also something that’s globally important…what we’ve learned is that the 
more diversity there is in a region the better that region has to cope with the major 
environmental challenges that are coming forward" 
 
NARRATOR 
Ethiopians have had to cope with cycles of drought and famine as far back as many can 
remember. Yet here in the southern highlands, famine has been virtually non-existent. 
 
The reason may have something to do with this…a plant called enset and a system of 
agriculture that has been practiced sustainably for thousands of years.   
 
Enset looks like a banana plant, but it’s actually quite different. It doesn’t bear fruit, it can 
survive long periods without water and once it’s mature, it can be harvested at any time.  
 
Enset farmer  
"We consider enset as part of our life. We use it as a major food for every season, we use it 
as fodder for livestock." 
 
NARRATOR 
Until about 250 years ago, Enset was grown throughout Ethiopia. Now it’s largley unknown 
in many northern communities. 
 
Steven Brandt, Anthropologist, University of Florida, USA  
"People who depend upon enset life in the southern highlands and we think that has 
historical explanations. It wasn’t until the turn of the 20th century that the independent 
kingdoms of Ethiopia were incorported into the modern map of ethiopia. These enset 
systems have not been disturbed by other systems that have been imposed upon them 
accept for in relatively recent times." 
 
NARRATOR 
Undisturbed too has been the knowledge that over millennia, enset has been an effective 
buffer against drought and famine.  
 
In 1984, while nearly one million Ethiopians died in one of the worst famines in modern 
history, the people in these communities survived because of Enset. 
 
Enset farmer  
We were victims in the 1984 famine but we survived because of enset. Few in the 
community died at that time. 
 
Mark Wijne  
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"People really do know what’s good for them…they’ve been living in these areas for ages. 
Maybe what has been missing is that people have not been allowed to think for themselves 
and formulate their own solutions." 
 
Guido Ayala  
"Unfortunately governments have either forgotten or ignored the people who live in 
mountains. For them, they don’t exist.  Many governments provide no support or incentives 
for people in these communities.  But these people don’t want charity, they want loans and 
opportunities." 
 
NARRATOR 
The United Nations declared 2002 the International Year of Mountains. Many governments 
around the world are now beginning to listen to the voices of mountain people and consider 
the ways in which their lives could be improved. 
 
Eve Crowley  
Even in remote zones, people need to have choices… if they don’t choices, if they don’t 
have different livelihood options, if their resource base is limited, if they do not have access 
to land…if they do not have access to basic credit and public services…people will either 
move and that indigenous knowledge will be lost or they will end up having to destroy the 
environment on which they depend, which they would also like to conserve for their 
children. 
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