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The potato has been consumed i
spanish to Europe in the 16th century,
oes are grown on an estimated 195,000 s
olateau and the subtropical lowlands of India
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highlands and the steppes of the Ukraine.

HARUN K.M. YUSUE

ECENT research indicates
that the first potatoes were
cultivated near Lake

Titicaca, on the Peru/Bolivia border
n the Andes, about 8,000 years ago.
lhe potato belongs to the
Solanaceae or nightshade family
whose other members include
omatoes, eggplants, peppers, and
tomatillos. A potato is the swollen
portion of the underground stem,
which is called a tuber and is
designed to provide food for the
green leafy portion of the plant.

The potato has been consumed in
the Andes for about 8,000 years.
laken by the Spanish to Europe in the
| 6th century, it quickly spread across
the globe: today potatoes are grown
on an estimated 195,000 sq. km. of
tarmland, from China's Yunnan
plateau and the subtropical lowlands
of India and Bangladesh, to Java's
cquatonal highlands and the steppes
ofthe Ukraine.

In terms of quantity harvested, the
humble potato tuber is the world's
No. 4 food crop after maize, wheat,
and rice, with production in 2007 of
more than 320 million tons. More
than half of that total was harvested
indevelopingcountries.

Though the tuber was productive
and hardy, the Spanish put it to very
limited use. In the Spanish colonies
potatoes were considered food for
the lower classes; when brought to
the Old World they were used pri-
marily to feed hospitalinmates.

It took three decades for the
potato tospread to the restof Europe.
Even so, itwas cultivated primarily as
a curosity by amateur botanists.
Resistance was due to ingrained
eating habits, and the tuber's reputa-
tion as a food for the underprivileged
and, perhaps most importantly, its
relationship to poisonous plants.

As time passed, more and more of
the nutritional values of the potato
were revealed. Soon, the potato
gained wide acceptance across
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u always wanted to know about potatoes

n the A/rnes for about 8,000 years. Taken by the
it quickly spread across the globe: today pota-
q. km. of farmland, from China's Yunnan
and Bangladesh, to Java's equatorial

Europe, and Irish farmers became
almost totally dependent on it for
their livelihood.

The terrible potato disease,
caused by the fungus phytophthora
infestans, caused a disastrous blight
in Ireland in the 1840s. Known as the
Potato Famine in Ireland, it cut the
population by half (through both
starvation and emigration). Potato
eventually made its way back over
the Atantic to North America. As
time passed, the potato became one
of the major foods of the world.

Potato production

The world potato production sce-
nario has been undergoing rapid
changes in the last decades. Until the
early 1990s, most potatoes were
grown and consumed in Europe,
North America, and countries of the
former Soviet Union.

After that, there has been a dra-
matic increase in potato production
and demand in Asia, Africaand Latin
America, where outputrose from less

than 30 million tons in the early
1960s to more than 165 million tons
in2007.

Data shows that in 2005, for the
first time, the developing world’s
potato production exceeded that of
the developed world. China is now
the biggest potato producer, and
almost a third of all potatoes are
harvested in China and India. In
2007, potato farmers produced more
than 320 milliontons.

In Bangladesh, production of
potato was almost stagnant since the
seventies until 1998-99, when the
production began to increase. In the
10 years between 1999 and 2008,
Bangladesh's potato production
increased 5 times, with an estimated
production of more than 80 lakh tons
thisyear.

Nutritionin potato

Potato has a number of nutritional
specialties that are good for health
and wellbeing. Most significant of
these are its relative richness in
calories, vitamin C and potassium. A
fresh potato tuber, which 1s more
than 72 percent water, contains, per
100g weight, about 100 kcal, 2.3g
protein, 30mg vitamin C (freshly
harvested) and 418mg potassium, It
contains significant amounts of
other vitamins (e.g. niacin) and
minerals (e.g. magnesium, zinc), but

is very low in sodium. The starch
from which the calories come is
casily digestible, like that of well
cooked rice, and is, thus, very helpful
forquick energysupply.

Although low in quantity on fresh
weight basis, the protein in potatoes
is of high quality, with the essential
amino-acid composition compara-
ble to that of egg and milk and better
than the proteins of rice and lentils.
The maize protein is one of the worst
in quality. Indeed, a six-ounce potato
(170g) contains 3 grams of high
quality protein, almost as much as
halfa glass of milk.

The high potassium and low
sodium in potato makes the tuber an
ideal food for people suffering from

hypertension. Potassium is also

essential for attaining optimal mus-
cle performance and improving the
nerves' response to stimulation.
Since vitamin C is very unstable, the
original content of 30mg may go
down to only 8mg after storage of 9
months. The vitamin is also lost if
cooking takesalongtime.

Cooking potatoes unpeeled
conserves most of the vitamin B and
C, and the salts, Peeling a potato and
cutting it into pieces before it is
boiled reduces its vitamin content
considerably. If cooked potatoes are
reheated there is a further loss of
vitamins.

A potato with the skin on is an
excellent source of fibre. Instead of
throwing away the potato peel, it is
better to eat it, because it is rich in
mineral elements, Atleast 60 per cent
of the potassium contained in the
potato lies so close to the skin that it
cannot be saved if the potato is
peeled.

Policyimplications

The potato should be a major com-
ponent in policy strategies aimed at
providing nutritious food for all, rich
and poor alike. Asitisideally suited to
places where land is limited and
labour is abundant, conditions that
characterise many of the developing
countries like Bangladesh, potato
should be a crop of choice in these
countries.

Indeed, potato produces more
nutritious food more quickly, on less
land, and in harsher climates than
anyothermajorcrop.

Time series data of the
Bangladesh Bureau of Stautistics
(BBS) shows that in Bangladesh,
between 1991 and 2005, consump-
tion of rice decreased by 30g per
capita per day while consumption of
potato increased by about by 20 gm
(seefigure below).

During this period, consumption
of other food items like meat, egg,
fruit, and vegetable also increased

They, taste good, do good.

somewhat, indicating a positive
move towards dietarydiversification,
slowthoughitis, in commensuration
with economic growth and poverty
reduction that have been achieved in
the country.

Given the present domestic and
international rice market situation,
and also considering the high poten-
tial for potato production in the
country, we can easily turn our atten-
tion somewhat more towards the
"humble" crop which gives us so
much of nutridon and health bene-
fits. We can possibly increase our
potato consumption from 60g to
120g a day very easily and make it a
partofourdailydietasricels.

SHAFIQ ISLAW DRINK NEWS

Over the next two decades, the
population of Bangladesh is
expected to double, where pressure
on land and water is already intense.
A key challenge facing the govern-
ment is, therefore, to ensure food
security for the people, particularly
the poor.

The potato will be an important
part of efforts to meet this challenge.
Let's make the United Nations
International Year of the Potato 2008
asuccess.

Harun KM. Yusuf, PhD, FBAS, is Professor of
Biochemistry and Human Nutriion, University of
Dhaka, and Nutrition Advisor, FAO-National Food
Policy Capacity Strengthening Programme
(NFPCSP)
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Climate change is one of the greatest environmental, social and economic threats that
the planet faces at the moment. Scientists say that the earth’s average surface temper-
ature has risen by 0.76° C since 1850 when reliable records began. Eleven of the 12
warmest years worldwide since 1850 occurred between 1995 and 2006. The Intergov-
ornmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) projects that, without further action to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, the global average surface temperature is likely to
rise by a further 1.8-4.0°C this century, and possibly by as much as 6.4°C.

FAHMIDA KHATUN

ECENTLY, an

advertisement showed

how super-models are

ying to promote an eco-friendly

lifestyle through their outfits made

with' materials that are less

polluting, less harmful to the

environment and the earth, which,

in other words, is called a green
method of iving.

Comparing black, a trendy
colour for evening parties, with this
areen way of resource utilisation is
not only interesting but also
reflects the fact that global environ-
mental issues -- climate change to
he precise -- have caught the atten-
tion ofeveryone.

Theproblem
(_limate change is one of the great-
est environmental, social and

economic threats that the planet
faces at the moment. Scientists say
that the earth's average surface
temperature has risen by 0.76° C
since 1850 when reliable records
began. Eleven of the 12 warmest
years worldwide since 1850
occurred between 1995 and 2006.

The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) projects
that, without further action to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions,
the global average surface temper-
ature is likely to rise by a further
1.8-4.0°C this century, and possibly
byasmuchas6.4°C.

There was a 70 percent increase
in emissions of greenhouse gases
between 1970 and 2004. In the
energy supply sector, the increase
was 145 percent. The increase from
transport was 120 percent and
from industry 65 percent.

There was a 40 percent increase
from the reduced capacity of for-
ests to "trap” carbon dioxide emis-
sions, and as a result of changes in
land use. Even in case of the most
optimistic scenario, the tempera-
ture, since pre-industrial tmes,
will increase by more than 2°C, the
threshold beyond which the likeli-
hood of long-term catastrophic
changesis high.

The increase in global average
air and ocean temperatures, wide-
spread melting of snow and ice in
the Arctic and the Alps, rain and
snowfall patterns, droughts and
heat waves, and the intensity of
tropical cyclones and rising global
mean sea level are some of the
evidences of climate change.

Whydoesithappen?
The atmosphere contains water
vapour, carbon dioxide (CO2) and

other naturally occurring gases that
let in sunlight but absorb the heat
thatisradiated backoff the earth.

Called the "greenhouse effect,”
this keeps the earth's temperature
atalevel that supports life. Without
it, the global average temperature
would be too low to support life.

However, most of the warming
that has occurred over the last 50
years or so is very likely to have been
caused by human activities such as
the buming of fossil fuels and the
destruction of forests to make farm-
land.

These activities are increasing
the levels of CO2 and other heat-
trapping gases in the atmosphere,
which is enbancing the natural
greenhouse effect, making the earth
warmer and changing the climate.

Other contributors to global
warming are methane emitted by
disposing of waste in landfill sites
or the emissions caused by exces-
sive fertiliser use, but fossil fuel use
and deforestation are the main
culprits. To bring climate change to
a halt, global greenhouse gas emis-
sions must be reduced signifi-
cantly.

Implications for poor
countries

The impact of climate change will
be feltdifferently by different coun-

tries. While the Europeans think
that their skiing holidays in the
Alps may become a thing of the
past, people from least developed
countries have to think of their
food and energy.

Bangladesh will be affected by
inundation of land area, displace-
ment of people and loss of gross
domestic product due to sea level
rise.

Hence, for poor countries cli-
mate change and poverty are two
entwined challenges to be
addressed simultaneously. The
impact of climate change on agri-
culture and disease patterns will
only worsen the poverty situation
of poor countries.

That is how climate change also
poses a significant threat to the
achievement of the Millennium
Development Goal (MDG) of the
United Nations, which sets envi-
ronmental sustainability as one of
the eight MDG goals.

Exploitation of natural
resources has harmed those who
depend on them for their liveli-
hood. Hence, the onus of reducing
carbon emission is on the devel-
oped countries.

Who should lead the way?

Leading industrialised countries

and large developing countries
such as China, India, Brazil and
Indonesia are responsible for
about 80 percent of all greenhouse
gas emissions.

If global emissions are not stabi-
lised, with industrialised countries
cutting emissions, the impact of
climate change cannotbe avoided.

It has been estimated that if
developed countries agree to cut
their collective emissions by 30
percent by 2020, annual economic
growth would be trimmed by less
than 0.2 percent,

This is only a small sacrifice to
avoid the potential long-term costs
of climate change. The benefits of
reduced air pollution, “sustainable
energy use, and innovation of green
technologies would be enormous.

These benefits will outweigh the
economic costs of emission reduc-

tion, as more efficient use of energy

in everyday life can ensure a sus-
tainable development. The intrinsic
value of a green environment is also
invaluable for the future generation.

Many European countries are
going for innovation, whereby low
or zero carbon energy technology
will be devised in order to address
climate change. A program like
“Intelligent Energy -- Europe” (IEE)
is an example. Other developed

countries should also follow such
initiatives.

Who should dowhat

Because of the disagreement in the
past, countries are looking forward
to an international agreement
during the United Nation's Climate
Convention meeting due in 2009.
Such an agreement should include
deep emission cuts by the devel-
oped countries, which must be by
25 percent to 40 percent by 2020 to
avoid catastrophicclimate change.

Tropical forests act as carbon
sinks that absorb carbon dioxide.
Hence, reversing of deforestation is
essential for tackling climate
change. Developed countries
should also meet their aid commut-
ments to achieve MDGs, and pro-
vide additional aid for adaptation
measures for dealing with climate
change and transfer existing and
new adaptation technology.

Poor countries should ensure
rights to land, forests, water, energy
and livelihood for their podrest
people, integrate climate change
initiatives into national MDG-
based plans, and prioritise renew-
able energy resources.

UK's Environmental
Transformation Fund (ETF), the
US's proposed Clean Technology

Climate Fund to deliver

Fund and Japan's Cool Earth 50 are
a few initiatives for reducing car-
bon emission.

Recently, the World Bank pro-
posed a $ 7-12 billion portfolio for
three specific climate investment
funds -- the Clean Technology Fund,
the Forest Investment Fund and the

Adaptation/Climate Resilience

Pilot Fund -- along with a Strategic
donor
financing for climate change miti-
gation and adaptation projects.

Such initiatives should follow
the existing multilateral commit-
ments under the United Nations
Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC), which
states that developed countries._
should provide new and additional
financial resources to meet the
agreed costs incurred by develop-
ing countries in meeting their
climate change commitments.

Most importantly, in order (o
make such initiatives beneficial for
developing and least developed
countries, governments will have
to ensure that the proposals for
climate change financing are
opened up to wider ownership and
engagement from all stakeholders.

Dr Fahmida Knatun is an Economist al the Centre
for Poiicy Dialogue (CPD)

Gram sarkar and local government election
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With the abolition of the Gram Sarkar, we anect a lot of reforms in the local govern-
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ment system will take place. The process of strengthening the local government
institutions and empowerment of local bodies should be completed as quickly as
possible, in accordance with the recommendations of the committee constituted for

the purpose.

DHIRA] KUMAR NATH

ITH the approval of
Gram Sarkar (Rescis-
sion) Ordinance, 2008,
about 40,000 Gram Sarkars offi-
cially existing so long as the low-
est tier of the local government
stand abolished. In fact, when the
(sram Sarkar Bill, 2003 was placed
before the parliament on
February 26, 2003, about 11 MPs
participating in the debate
demanded eliciting of public
opinion on the Bill prior to its
pproval as an Act. There was also
iemand for a referendum on the
‘ormation of Such a vital tier of
he local government, limiting
he authority of the Union
Jarishad.

Even in May, 1980, when
wanirvar Gram Sarkar came
‘o being, Capt. Abdul Halim,
e then minister in charge of
wcal government, and the peo-
le, by and large, were sceptical
bout the motive behind such a
ove to reform the grassroots
~velrepresentation.

The functions of Swanirvar
‘sram Sarkar, as prescribed, were
‘0od production, formation of
village based cooperatives, mass
literacy, family planning, and
maintenance of law and order.

These were found acceptable
but overlapped with the union
parishad, and the confusing
“harter of rights and obligations
generated resentments among
the union parishad members.

Thus, Swanirvar Gram Sarkar
could not last long. Even the
Gram Parishad constituted in
September 1997, could not see
the light of the days due to many
shortcomings detected earlier.

Participatory governance at
the grassroots level is usually
considered a means of strength-
ening the local government with
delegation of authority to plan
decisions for effective manage-
ment of public functions. But it is
necessary to take extra precau-
tions prior to its implementation.

When the Bengal Village
Choukidari Act, 1870 and the
Local Self Govt. Act of 1885 were
promulgated, the British govern-
ment examined the implications
foralongtime although there was
nobody to protest and find the
lapses.

On many occasions, a simple
issue can generate hot debates
and discontent that might distort
the very spirit of the purpose. A
debate is now going on about the
timing of local government elec-
tions.

At a round table conference
held few days back, local govern-
ment representatives could not
agree with politicians on the time
of holding local government
elections. Politicians expressed
their views in favour of holding
the local government elections
after the parliament election,
which local government repre-
sentatives did not agree with.
There was, of course, consensus

on the strengthening of the local
government system for sustain-
able development,

Some politicians might be
wondering whether parliamen-
tary election will at all be held,
since the Election Commission is
lagging four months behind the
schedule as announced in the
roadmap.

Besides, a question has been
raised about the authority of the
Election Commission to hold the
local government elections, since
Article 119(1) of Chapter 7 of the
Constitution does not permit the
EC to organise such elections.

The Election Commission,
under this Article, is empowered
to hold the election of president,
members of the parliament,
demarcation of areas, and prepa-
ration of voter list.

Some of the local representa-
tives have drawn the attention to
Article 119(2) of the Constitution,
which says the Election
Commission can exercise the
authority to do the same,

Those who were in favour of
holding local government elec-
tion before the parliament elec-
tion put forward the argument
that election of non-political,
honest, competent, educated,
and dedicated social representa-
tives would be possible provided
local government elections were
held earlier.

Besides, the probability of false
voting, the tendency of debarring
the voters, and creating confu-

sion about the result declared will
bereduced.

Those who opposed the idea of
earlier election of local bodies
expressed the view that the elec-
tion of union parishads or
upazila parishads, if organised
after the parliament election,
would create opportunities of
effective cooperation between
parliament members and local
level representatives, and reduce
the costs.

According to them, the
national government, after
assuming power, would try to
supersede many chairmen and
members not found suitable to
them and, thus, create total con-
fusion. Another important point
raised by them is that many peo-
ple will not feel comfortable to
participate in the election during
the time of emergency.

It is common to have differ-
ence of opinions on such a vital
national issue. But it is necessary
to see whether the election of
local bodies -- 4498 union
parishads, 480 upazilla
parishads, 390 municipal societ-
ies, and 6 city corporations --
could be held in one day, or with
the parliament election. No, not
at all. Definitely, the elections
have to be held in phases for days
together, which might take more
than a month. So the process
should begin early.

Local level bodies' elections
are not new in Bangladesh. After
independence, parliament elec-
tions were held 8 times, presi-
dent elections were also held 8
times, and referendums took
place three times -- on May 3,

1977, March 21, 1985, September
L)

Union Parishads elections
were held 7 times, city corpora-
tion election 5 times, municipal

elections 7 times and upazilla
parishad elections 2 times, The
people, by and large, are accus-
tomed to such elections, and they
take them in a festive mood. We
are unfortunate if we repeatedly
fail to uphold our tradition, cul-
ture and heritage of being a civil-
ised nation.

The Election Commission
might take steps to hold the
election of wunion parishads,
upazilla parishads, municipal
and city corporations, before
the parliament election; keep-
ing in mind the benefits the
nation shall derive from such
initiative. ’

The process could be started in
the month of September and be
completed before November,
Elections of local bodies and the
national assembly at the same
time shall create confusion and
disorganise the whole process,
telling upon the image of the
government and the Commission
itself,

With the abolition of the
Gram Sarkar, we expect a lot of
reforms in the local govern-
ment system will take place.
The process of strengthening
the local government institu-
tions and empowerment of
local bodies should be com-
pleted as quickly as possible, in
accordance with the recom-
mendations of the committee
constituted for the purpose.

Once things get rolling toward
devolution of authority to the
local bodies and ensuring free
and fair election, public confi-
dence will be established on the
commitment of the government
to the transition to a meaningful
democracy.

Dhiraj Kumar Nath is a former Secretary to the
govemment.
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In the same city, reader Fred Gray noticed the trams
all had signs saying: "Do not lean out of window." He
said: "1 would love to see this changed to 'Man who lean
outoftramwindowneed head examined."”

Another sign that caught Fred's eye was a "Mind
Your Head" sign positioned three metres, or nine feet,
above the ground. Since the world's tallest man is
about 2.5 meters, thesign seemed abitunnecessary.

Actually, Hong Kong has many useless signs. 1
recall one that used to hang near a motorway, say-

Some of the signs sent in were rather worrying,
such as the hotel in Vietnam which told guests: "No
sex or fighting." What about married couples? Isn't
this what we do? Isn't this what marriage is all

Several readers made the point that some signs
that look like spelling mistakes are deliberate. They
are “tongue-in-cheek, making use of and subvert-
ing the idea that we're poor at English,” said a
reader named Sharanya. "The 'Broken English
Spoken Perfectly Here' is quite a giveaway.”

Reader Steve Dore was also suspicious of that
sign. He said: "Surely it should have said, 'Broken

Meanwhile, reader Gerry Marques saw a sign in
Hong Kong which said: "Be alert to pickpockets. Do
not leave your personal belongings unattended.”
He said: "There was nothing odd about the sign,
except for its location: at the entrance to Rosary
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éj Nurj Vittachi

Signs for everyone

AST numbers of readers wrote in to share their
favourite Asian signpost. Clearly mostofus go
travelling around Asia not to visit beaches and

historic monuments, but to snap pictures of signs
which say: "Please Do Not Take Explosives into this

beware.”

ing: "Drivers who collide with this f}}.‘lﬂn should |

Some Asian signs are wonderfully thought-
provoking. The slogan for Chellerams, an Indian
shopis, "All Require Men, is Under One Roof."

Going back to our point that Asian English is

more memorable than traditional English, reader
Nonie Eu sentin a photograph of a sign from China,
which said: "Offer Seats to the Old, Weak, Sick,
Crippled and Gravid.”

Who's Gravid? No, not some fellow with weak

lot of choice.

Reader Mei Hardwick sent in a photograph of a I
signpost stuck into the ground at a park in Beijing.
It says: “No dabbling.” It's not clear what you may
be tempted to dabble in nor why you shouldn't. |
Perhaps it's just a general piece of philosophical
advice, in which case l approve wholeheartedly.

knees. It's an old word for "pregnant,” and when I
say old, I mean it would have been archaic in any
newspaper printed since the late Jurassic period.
Nonie (who is a Chinese TV presenter) also sent
in a photo of a rather poignant sign on a wall in
China. It said: "Dying right here is strictly prohib- |
ited.” Sadly, people in that condition don't have a

Meanwhile, many thanks to several readers who

and alcOholics.”

sent in a photograph of a sign at the check-in desk
of China Eastern Airlines: "Please check in animals

So that's the bad news. Not only does my dog
have to go in a cage in the luggage compartment,
butsodoes my Uncle Joseph.

Actually, perhaps that's not such bad news after
all. AtleastI'llbe able to enjoy the flight.

Send your favounie sign to our columnist al www vitlachi.com




