
Intermediate

THE VALUE OF NEW MEXICO’S FOODS

INTRODUCTION

All human beings are also dream beings. Dreaming ties all mankind together. 
–Jack Kerouac, American novelist and poet of the 1950s

Some say that having dreams for the future keeps us alive -- or at least they make us feel alive.  Dreaming 
gives us something to reach for, to rise above, and be our best. 

Making a dream turn into reality often requires many people along the way. These people serve as men-
tors, teachers, experts, financers, laborers, and dream shapers. It is good to have a dream and it is great 
to participate in a shared dream, bringing people together for each other’s benefit.

In this activity you are going to be introduced to some dreams, and create your own dreams, related to 
food for New Mexico. You will learn about some concepts like biocultural foods, which refers to the  
connections between cultures and food. You will also learn about a value chain, which shows the path  
or steps a food goes through to get from a seed to your mouth.  In the last part of the lesson you will 
trace the origins of the food you eat.

First let’s look at and create the dream.

PART 1: THE DREAM
Part of making a dream or a vision for what could and should be involves getting people together to  
talk and share ideas. The people of Dreaming New Mexico brought together a group of citizen-experts  
to talk about food, asking them to share their food dreams and responses to the questions: 

• What is New Mexico’s dream relationship to food and the food system that feeds us? 
• Imagine it is the year 2025 and we’ve done everything right. What might New Mexico’s  
food system look like?

1. Get together with a group of 2-3 students in your class and try to create your own dream or vision 
around the following questions: 

• Imagine that your school could grow and produce all of the food it needs for everyone in the 
school to survive, what would you do with that food? Write down your answers below and be pre-
pared to share your ideas with the class.

Now that you have created your dream for food in New Mexico, take a look at what other dreamers have 
identified. 

Dreaming the Future Can Create the Future http://www.dreamingnewmexico.org
A Bioneers Collaborative Program  http://www.bioneers.org
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THE DREAM: 

• Provide all New Mexican citizens with affordable, safe, culturally appropriate, fresh and nutritious 
food, especially caring for those who have limited food; 

• food grown with the seasons and environmentally friendly, humane and climate friendly methods; 

• food made and used as close to home as possible and supporting local farmers; 

• food that is not grown in New Mexico is imported using fair trade (this means fair prices are paid to 
reduce poverty in other countries, workers are treated well, and the item was made in an environmen-
tally- friendly way) .

Some part of your dream might match the dreams above, some may be new.

2. Look at each part of the Dream and write down your ideas for some benefits for yourself and others 
such a dream might have.

a. Provide all New Mexican citizens with affordable, safe, culturally appropriate, fresh and nutritious 
food, especially caring for those who have limited food.

b. Food that is grown with the seasons and environmentally friendly, humane and climate friendly 
methods.

c. Food made and used as close to home as possible and supporting local farmers.

d. Food that is not grown in New Mexico is imported using fair trade (this means fair prices are paid 
to reduce poverty in other countries, workers are treated well, and the item was made in an environ-
mentally-friendly way)



PART 2: BIOCULTURAL FOODS

3. What foods are important in your culture or your family? List them below. Be prepared to share them 
with the class.

What is the history of foods in New Mexico? In New Mexico there are foods that were hunted, gathered and 
grown by the Native American tribes before the Spanish arrived on this land in 1540. These original foods 
include elk, bison, deer, mesquite beans, corn, beans, squash, chiles, and many other wonderful items. 

The Spanish brought many new foods to the Southwest including the criollo cow, churro sheep, goats, 
wheat, oats, peaches, and more. The English and other European cultures, and people from China and  
the Middle East, brought even more foods. 

All of these foods are part of the history and cultures of New Mexico, from the traditional piki breads of 
the Pueblo Indian tribes to the green and red chile cheese enchiladas that blend the best of our Spanish 
and Native American food gifts.

Making It Personal
Take a quiet moment to think and then write down your answers.

Do you have a favorite food or food tradition in your family? 

Why do you enjoy it? 

Is it something you want to pass on and share with others?
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4. Look at the “Bioculture” food map (provided by your teacher or found on page 32 of the booklet or the 
“Biocultural Legacies” map on the Dreaming New Mexico poster). Find where you live on the map and list 
the types of biocultural foods in your area.

5. Are there any foods listed on the biocultural map that you have not heard of or tried before?  
If so, list them.

Believe it or not there were many more varieties of foods available in the past compared to today.  
In fact, in question 5 you may have listed some foods you have never heard of or never tried before. 

The foods listed on the biocultural map are called “heritage foods.” Heritage foods were grown here 
historically but are not grown much anymore. Many of the heritage foods are better adapted to the New 
Mexico climate and may offer high nutritional value. But many crops are no longer grown because seeds 
may be harder to get or there may be specialized knowledge to successfully grow the plant. This knowl-
edge is often passed on culturally by word-of-mouth and one-on-one teaching. Such knowledge can be 
lost when the elders die and the youth do not learn about it. 

Heritage foods are also lost because large-scale farming has taken over using seeds that are easy to buy 
and grow foods that are easier to sell. Some people are trying to preserve these specialized heritage  
varieties by saving seeds and capturing the historical knowledge about those plants and their growth.

6. Read the quote below, then study the image that follows and answer the questions.

All the traditional seeds are like brothers and sisters.  
It was mostly the women who kept the seeds. My  
mother would tell me she had to trade seeds with my 
“Tia” in Ohkay Owingeh because every five years we  
have to keep rotating the seeds to invigorate them  
with other seed sources from the different waters:  
Rio Embudo, Rio Grande, Rio Santa Cruz, Rio Chama.
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a. Describe what the image shows.

b. Why do you think the loss of food (genetic) varieties may be a problem? List two possible reasons. 
Think about how and where they are grown, insects and diseases, and the benefits that people get from 
eating. Think about the quote you just read.
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/2011/07/food-ark/food-variety-graphic



PART 3: TRACING YOUR FOOD
NOTE: In preparation for #10 in this part of the activity, make sure whomever is making dinner saves boxes 
and/or fruit/vegetable stickers from the meal.

7. Study the map “Towards a Fair Trade State” (on the Dreaming New Mexico: An Age of Local Food Sheds 
and a Fair Trade State” poster or on page 39 of the booklet) and answer the following questions:

a.  What is the number one type of food traded in the world?

b. What percentage of NM food is imported?

8. Refer to the Dreaming New Mexico: An Age of Local Food Sheds and a fair Trade State” poster/maps.  
Find where you live on each of the following maps and identify the foods grown in your region:

a. Agro-ecoregions:

b. Farms and Crops:

c. Ranches, Dairy, and Livestock:

d. Local Foodsheds/Local Prosperity:

e. Biocultural Legacies:

9. In the past week have you eaten any of the foods that are grown in your region? If so, list them below 
and answer the question: Do you know the source of those foods (i.e. where they were grown)? Explain.
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10.a. This evening, write down in the table below what you had for dinner. List all of the foods that make 
up that dinner.  Identify whether the meal was made from fresh or frozen items, or if it was premade/pro-
cessed, such as frozen dinner or a box of macaroni and cheese. If you ate out, then use another meal, like 
breakfast or lunch, that was eaten at home.

Look on any food container boxes or stickers on fruits or vegetables and write down any information 
about the source of the food (Write in column 3 of the table below). Write down what it says, such as 
“grown in _____,” “made in _________,” “product of ________,” “fair trade ingredients,” or write down 
“for more information” website addresses and phone numbers. 

NOTE: “Made in” only indicates where the food was processed and does not always show the origin of where 
the different parts, like the wheat used for noodles, were actually grown.

FOOD FRESH, FROZEN, PROCESSED INFORMATION PROVIDED
(BOX, LABELS, ETC.)

b. INVESTIGATE: Try to identify the origin (state if in the U.S., country if outside of the U.S.) of as 
many food items as possible by looking closely on the containers, as well going onto the Internet/
product website if needed. If you do not find the origin via the Internet, then call or email the com-
pany. If you have fresh fruits or vegetables and the origin is not listed on the sticker, contact the 
grocery store and speak with the produce manager to try to find the origin.

11. Refer to your list of food in #10.a./b. Were any of the ingredients actually grown in New Mexico?  
If so, how do you know?
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PART 4: THE FOOD VALUE CHAIN

A food value chain shows the steps needed to make food from its beginnings to when it is ready to eat.  
It is important to understand the stages of making food value chain because each stage can affect things 
that are important to us, like money that flows into or out of a community, jobs, the environment, the 
nutritional value of the food, and even the cultures and traditions that surround the food. 
The stages of a food value chain are:

• Inputs (what needs to be “put-in” from the beginning, such as seeds, fertilizers, farm machinery)
• Production (how the food or product is made, such as sorting and packaging)
• Processing and distribution 
• Marketing (such as advertising and presence in grocery stores)
• Consuming (which refers to the people and places that purchase the final product to eat)

The reason it is called a “value” chain is because there are many different values which can be considered 
and promoted at each stage of the food chain. Examples of values include:

• Maximizing nutritional value of the food or enhancing/protecting human health
• Decreasing the contribution to climate change
• Supporting or promoting cultural heritage 
• Supporting and enhancing the local economy or community
• Protecting animal welfare
• Environmental protection

The more a value is kept in mind at each stage of the chain, the greater the potential impact one can 
have in terms of advancing that value or goal. 

12. Select a value from the “example of values” list above that has meaning to you. Think of one way that 
value can be promoted at each stage in the value chain and write your idea in the table below. It may be 
helpful to pick a food and focus your answer around the food. 

Example: Bread—Value: Maximizing nutritional value of the food
CHAIN STEP: Production; ENHANCING THE VALUE: use whole grain instead of white flour

CHAIN STEP ENHANCING THE VALUE
Inputs

Processing & 
Distribution

Marketing

Consuming

 

13. How might being familiar with a food value chain help New Mexico? Give and example and explain.


