
S 
enor de lx Milagros. literally “Our 
Lord of the Miracles”, is a poor dis- 
trict in the north end of Lima, Peru, 

squeezed in between the heavy industry 
along the banks of the Rimac River and 
the airport. The children run along the al- 
leyways with little plastic pots in their 
hands. They are off to the “cornedor 
popular”, a canteen run by the women of 
the community. 

In exchange for a ticket worth 1000 
soles (about 6 cents Canadian), they will 
fill their containers with vegetable or rice 
soup sprinkled with quinoa. A number of 
women also show up to carry away five 
or more servings each for their families. 
Certainly they’ll get a rather modest 
meal, but at least it will be a nourishing 
one because a protein-rich mixture of 
potatoes, cereal, and vegetables, called 
M-6, is added to every dish served. 

Peter Keane of the International Potato 
Canter in Lima is a specialist in develop- 
ing food products. Coming from Ireland, 
he knows a great deal about potatoes, 
which are the staple food of the Andean 
populations. Thousands of years ago, he 
explains, the highland Indians developed 
techniques for preserving potatoes. One 
traditional method is to dry them by 
exposing them alternately to frost and to 
sunlight. The result is a lightly fermented 
product used to make “carapulcra”, a 
stew much favored for festivities or 
marrrages. 

A number of years ago, a research sta- 
tion at Huancayo in the Andes, operated 
by the International Potato Center, devel- 
oped a product similar to traditional 
dried potatoes. Potatoes are washed, 
peeled, cooked, and grated, then put out 
to dry in the sun. Although this product is 
a little different, because it is not ferment- 
ed, it seems to please the public. Howev- 
er, it has never managed to establish 
itself in the market. To begin with, pota- 
toes contain a lot of water, about 76 per- 
cent, which makes dehydrating them 
slow and costly. Another problem is that 
second-grade potatoes, which are pre- 
ferable for the purpose, are not always 
readily available and their prices are 
often above those for rice and beans 
which compete with commercial dried 
potatoes. 

HIGH-PROTEIN MIX 

Keane had the idea of mixing 
dehydrated potatoes with cereals and 
dried vegetables. He went to great 
lengths to find the mixture with the high- 
est protein content at the lowest cost. 
“I’m not the only one who has suggested 
such mixtures,” he points out. Other 
dried products have been developed but 
have usually run into problems, he says, 
adding that this is no reason to abandon 
research. “Any new dried product is 
bound to compete with other dried foods 
,DRCRepoifs,Apr,l1985 

By ROBERT CHARBONNEAU 

Take-out food. inexpensive mea,S iroll7 a This young Peruvian’s soup is enriched wih 
community canfeen in Lima. a nutritious potato-based mix. 

such as rice or beans, so we must be 
able to sell it at an attractive price.” 

Nutrition research on the Andean 
region done by the FAO in 1973 shows 
that tubers, cereals, and vegetables are 
the basic elements in the diet of the 
population. Tubers and cereals, in fact, 
supply 88 percent of caloric intake and 
76 percent of the protein consumed by 
Andean peoples. 

Keane’s M-6 mixture corresponds par- 
fectly to these nutritional patterns. It con- 
tains 60 percent dehydrated potatoes, 
32 percent local flour (rice, oats, and 
barley), and 8 percent beans. With the 
help of FAO’s tables of nutritional equiva- 
lence, it can be shown that, of the 24 mix- 
tures tested, this one supplies the great- 
est nutrition for the least money. It is 86 
percent protein. It is also relatively easy 
to produce, remains stable when stored, 
and keeps its nutritional value for a 
period of up to six months. Before being 
eaten, the mixture has to be boiled for 25 
minutes. This further protects it against 
bacterial contamination. 

Over the past two years, tests of M-6 
mixture have been conducted in 12 
“cornedores populares” in Lima, in col- 
laboration with the World Food Pro- 
gramme. Peru’s National Ministry of 
Health has also used it to improve the 
nutritional quality of the brew served up 
during the 10 a.m. break to the 360 chil- 
dren at a primary school in Huancayo, in 
the Andes. Since August 1983 an in- 
depth study has been in progress at the 
Sehor de 10s Milagros canteen to sea 
how well the product is accepted by the 
population and evaluate improvements 
in the state of health of those consuming 
it. 

“It was our intention,” says Keane, “to 
propose a semi-finished product, neutral 
in taste, so that consumers could invent 
their own recipes and improve the nutri- 
tional value of their meals. And it worked. 
Cooks found more uses for it than we 
could ever have imagined. They eat it 
with chicken, beans, or cheese, thicken 
soups with it, make stews, enhance its 
flavour with onions, garlic, or spices. 
They even use it for making desserts by 
mixing it with milk, brown sugar, cinna- 
mon, and cloves.” 

“Cooks found more uses 
for it than we could ever 

have imagined.” 

IDRC made it possible to develop and 
test the manufacturing methods on both 
the industrial and household scales. 
Seven families in three villages in the 
Huancayo region have learned how to 
become self-sufficient and produce the 
mixture for their own consumption. Non- 
government and international organiza- 
tions are holding preliminary discussions 
for the eventual setting up of five small 
factories in Peru. This would offer the 
producers of second-grade potatoes a 
new market, and it would also make 
available a new, inexpensive nourishing 
food to new immigrants in Lima. 0 

Robert Charbonneau is a wrifer in ILAW’s 
Communications Division. 
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