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Nature or nurture? The endless American debate at the core of everything, from the way we raise our children to how society treat criminals, has no definitive answer. We know that the blue print of life contained in our genes along with the places where we live our lives both have great influence on what we become. And this holds true for the rest of the natural world, including the plants and animals we raise and eat.

Some of our country’s largest food producers now recognize that even the most common commodity crops, such as wheat and soy beans, bred from seed standardized in the laboratory in order to constantly deliver uniform product, persistently retain unique qualities drawn from the place where they grow. Bushels of wheat berries that sprout from a common genome—then grown in separate fields—behave differently in commercial baking operations, requiring varying amounts of heat and additives. Now, John Deere and other agribusiness giants are developing sophisticated data management tools to help manufacturers trace lots of food from field to factory to help processors overcome these variation in order to produce uniform looking and tasting foods such as white bread and snack cakes.

Our own palates also recognize that the essence of a food can carry a sense of the place it grew. The hillsides where fruits blossom and ripen, and the waters where salmon run, both create unique flavors in the foods we eat. When we open up a bottle of Cabernet from France and another from California—the same grape varieties, the same genetic code—we find two flavors separated by continents. The winemaker’s vision and skill contribute a part of this difference, but it’s the unique “taste of place” that makes some wines more highly valued than others.

The taste of place also shines through in some of our country’s best-known foods such as the sweet and delicate Rainer cherries grown in Washington State’s Yakima River Valley and the eponymous tomatoes grown in rich New Jersey soils. These crops, grown on opposite sides of the continent make knowing palates salivate and fetch top dollar for growers.

Food producers who tout the place where food comes from as their marketing strategy and back it up with a high-quality product occupy a profitable niche in a national food system that generally aims to produce enormous quantities of food with a uniform quality and taste suitable for commodity trading, much like barrels of oil and bricks of gold. When we look closer at these new “taste of place” business models, we discover an idling engine of proud small business owners stretching across the fields and streams of rural America. In Alaska, the local fishing industry now garners top dollar for the nutty flavored and velvety textured salmon that run only in the Copper River. There, catching salmon is a decades-old tradition. But marketing their catch based on the connection between taste and place has created real value. Protecting and promoting a unique sense of place, be it land or water, —in the midst of a global market and under the pressure from monolithic sprawling development—can be a more successful business model.

All this is old news to the French, who seem to know a thing or two about good food. Their concept of terroir (pronounced teh-whá) has long described the sense of the soil and climate expressed in the best of foods. Now, it’s the basis for voluntary agreements among businesses across Europe from wineries in Bordeaux to the cheese makers in Parma, Italy. Their collective recognition that capturing and promoting a special “taste of place” results in a better product and a healthier bottom line has led to cooperative marketing efforts, improved environmental standards, and a winnowing out of businesses that favor quantity over quality and profitability.

The focus on quality also results in consumer loyalty. Nearly 60 percent of European Union shoppers favor foods that come from specific places, such as cheese from Camembert, over mass-produced alternatives, according to Prof. Geogres Giraud, a leading market researcher at ENITA de Clermont-Ferrand/FRANCE. Never shy to give customers what they want, the International Association of Culinary Professionals, one of the worlds leading chefs’ association, has adopted “Le Goût du Terroir/The Taste of the Soil” as the focus of this year’s annual worldwide conference.

Seen through this lens, the current conflicts between the European Union and the Bush administration’s trade delegation, which insist that food labels not provide a detailed pedigree, are about more than the scientific merits of genetic engineering and policy goals of crop subsidies. European insistence that growers be allowed to continue “origin labeling” programs that identify the very specific region where a product is grown are vital to the continuation of longstanding, profitable business models centered around a “taste of place.” European consumers also need origin labels, a consumer guide to terroir, in order to find the foods that carry the desirable and distinctive taste of the place they were grown. Not surprising, the European Commission public opinion Eurobarometer 2000 showed that 74% of residents supported more extensive food labeling requirements that U.S. officials supported 

They share a great deal with American consumers. In 2001, ABC News found that 93% of Americans favored food labeling for genetically modified foods. Still, small-farm economics lag far behind taste and value in the minds of domestic shoppers who stalk supermarket aisles in search of their next meal, according to a series of public opinion surveys conducted by the International Food Information Council, a leading grocery industry trade group. They’re looking for quality, flavor and value. But many shoppers can attest that our national food system, that engineers and harvests food principally for its ability to withstand travels across the globe and endure extended stays in warehouses, can fail to deliver satisfaction. 

Anyone who has tasted a tomato bought in the dead of winter, picked green then allowed to redden while it shipped a thousand miles, or bitten into a perfectly shaped and colored peach only to find it devoid of sweetness, tang, and juice, knows the disappointment of eating foods taken too soon from the place they were grown. Unfortunately, there’s no way around the chemical make-up of bad food and the physiology of “taste,” that links mouth, nose, brain and stomach. Over time, our taste buds have evolved to savor moist and slightly sweet foods. Fresh and juicy fruits sweet from days in the sun satisfy us in a single bite. Savory foods, such as steak and broccoli all have a slightly sweet flavor when promptly served and eaten.

But the moment a piece of fruit is picked or a vegetable is pulled from the soil, sugars begin to break down. Literally, they become less sweet. As they spend more time between field and plate, foods begin to dry out as well. That’s why old carrots taste more like wood fiber with each passing day. Worse yet, vegetables and fruits—like rock-hard pears—are picked long before sugars even form and with moisture contents still low so they are firm enough for long-haul shipping and storage. 

So most U.S. grocery stores—intent on providing tomatoes and peaches all year long regardless of flavor—stock their shelves with fresh fruits, vegetables and meats low in sugar and moisture. Despite our best efforts in the kitchen, the only way we can make good tasting meals is by adding sugar, salt and fats to roughly approximate the flavor our palates crave. It’s the same approach used in the factories of companies churning out frozen dinners and mass produced burgers, infused with artificial flavors and fragrances, or putting the long-ago harvested chicken and potatoes into the fat-filled deep fryer prior to serving them in fast-food restaurants. On the other hand, if we put tasteless food on the plate, our bodies tell us to keep eating long after we’ve had enough in our waist-expanding search for a satisfying flavor.

Whether we eat more salt, sugar and fat or just eat more food, it’s an unbalanced diet likely to cause increased diabetes, hypertension and obesity. That, along with sprawling landscape that encourages driving rather than walking, has led to nearly more than half of all Americans meeting the definition of “overweight.” Not surprisingly, this year marked the first time that the World Health Organization ranked obesity and related diseases, a sickness exclusive to those eating the most highly processed diets, as one of the top five causes of death in the world. 

Much as a food system that focuses on uniform, if tasteless, commodities over unique and flavorful foods fails to keep individuals healthy, so, too, can it sicken communities and landscape. A focus on producing a few commodity foods in great volume—corn, wheat, poultry, beef and soybeans—has put many rural economies at the mercy of global commodity food traders. 

This switch to growing only a handful of crop varieties and livestock species has, stripping middle America of the diverse harvest it once grew, degrading the soil and water and eliminating vibrant local food systems that used to deliver nutritious, fresh-tasting and satisfying foods. And none of this has worked to the better of American family farmers. Their incomes lag far behind their urban countrymen as of 2001, according to the U.S. Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Economic Analysis. As a result, many choose to give up their businesses as evidenced by the increase in the number of farms over 1,000 acres and the rapid disappearance of smaller farms as enumerated in the U.S. Department of Agriculture between 1987 and 1997. The remaining commodity farmers must battle marketplace rejection, with many Asian and European governments blocking the U.S. imports over concerns about genetic engineering and food safety, while domestically the fastest growing market sector is organically grown foods. 

Despite the few opportunities left in commodity markets dominated by national packers and processors, the independent farmers and ranchers who raise our food can enjoy renewed prosperity in discovering the nature of their special part of the rural landscape growing and raising crops and livestock that can best capture the essence of their soil and climate.

The switch can open up new markets and raise profitability while delivering a product healthier for consumers and their own communities. It’s a powerful model that comes from recognizing that, in a food system that increasingly is losing its connection to nature, nurture still creates a taste of place.
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