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Study suggests Methow can feed itself, and more

By Amy Stork

A packed house at the Twisp River Pub April 7 got a dose of optimism from local scientists’ answer to the question, “Can the Methow feed
itself?”

Conservation scientist Hans Smith and botanist and farmer Anaka Mines, with encouragement from botanist Dana Visalli, set out to
determine the valley’s human “carrying capacity” — the number of organisms of any given species that can be supported by an ecosystem
without exceeding that system’s resources.

“The systems we have are seeming less and less secure,” said Smith, pointing out that most of the food eaten by valley residents today
requires lots of fossil fuel to arrive at our stores and restaurants — and that fuel supply won't last. “I just had a son, and | am concerned about
the future.”

Building from a similar study conducted in northern California’s Mendocino County, the group first defined a balanced diet of foods that can
be cultivated or raised in this climate. They then developed a crop rotation model that would allow all of the needed foods to be produced
without losing soil fertility or importing fertilizers. The model included livestock, grains, legumes, oil crops and fruits and vegetables.

“Using this system, 15 acres feeds 21 people, while conserving the soil and recycling the nutrients,” said Mines. “Crop rotation is a basic
tenet of sustainable agriculture.”

Smith then took county maps showing irrigated farmland in the valley, and overlaid them with conservation data describing steep slopes or
other land that could not be farmed.

The final tally: 11,887 acres of irrigated farmiand north of Black Canyon could conceivably feed 16,000 people.
Mines and Smith were quick to emphasize that they aren’t advocating tripling the population of the valley.

“We don’t want to take it to the max,” said Smith. “We’re not suggesting we should attain a certain population size.”

ttp://www.methowvalleynews.com/story.php?id=1212 3/2/2011
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