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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 or visions for the future keeps us alive -- or at the very least they make us 
feel alive.  Dreaming gives us something to strive for, to rise above, and be our best. Bringing a dream to 
fruition often requires many people along the way. These people serve as mentors, teachers, experts, fi-
nancers, laborers, and dream shapers. It is good to have a dream and it is great to participate in a shared 
dream, bringing man-and-womankind together for each other’s benefit.

In this activity you are going to be introduced to some dreams for New Mexico related to food sustainability 
and preservation of cultures through food. You will be introduced to some concepts that may be new for 
you, such as biocultural foods and a value chain. You will also trace some of the origins of the food you eat.

PART 1: THE DREAM
1. Read page 1 of the booklet Dreaming New Mexico:  An Afe of Local Foodsheds and a Fair Trade State. 
Discuss the following questions with a small group of 3-4 classmates. Start with the first question and 
give each person a chance to reflect thoughtfully before going to the second question. Take notes of your 
answers and be prepared to share them with the class.

• How did that passage make you feel? (Hopeful? Grounded? Frustrated? Like part of a community? 
Curious? Other?) Why?
• Is there any part of the Dream that you feel is particularly important? Why?

Dreaming the Future Can Create the Future http://www.dreamingnewmexico.org
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PART 2: BIOCULTURAL FOODS
The words “biocultural foods” imparts the great connection between culture and food. Every culture from 
around the world has foods, meals, and flavors that are unique to them. 

Group work:
2. Read page 32 and stop just before the Dream section of the Dreaming New Mexico: An Age of Local Food-
sheds and a Fair Trade State booklet. Complete the table below. 

• Work in small groups to identify the origins of food that are listed in the reading. 
• Place them in one of two columns – “Foods Native to New Mexico and Used Historically by Native 
American Tribes in NM” or  “Foods Introduced by the Spanish and Foods from other Cultures.” 
• For the foods listed in the ““Foods Introduced by the Spanish and Food From Other Cultures,” use 
the Internet to look up the country/region where the food is thought to originate. 
• Write the country/region or origin in parenthesis next to the food. An example is provided for you. 

FOODS NATIVE TO NEW MEXICO AND USED  
HISTORICALLY BY NATIVE AMERICAN TRIBES IN NM

FOODS INTRODUCED BY THE SPANISH  
AND FOODS FROM OTHER CULTURES

Example: Barley (Egypt, Near East)

Making It Personal
Take a quiet moment to think.

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?



Individual work:
Believe it or not there were many more varieties of foods available in the past than there are today. The 
foods listed on the biocultural map on page 33 of the Dreaming New Mexico booklet are called “heritage 
foods.” Heritage foods were grown here historically but are not grown much anymore. Many of the heri-
tage foods are better adapted to the New Mexico climate and may offer high nutritional value. But many 
heritage crops are no longer grown because seeds may be harder to get, there may be specialized knowl-
edge to successfully grow the plant. This knowledge is often passed on culturally by word-of-mouth and 
one-on-one teaching and is 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.

3. Read the three Dreams on page 32 and read through the “Tradition is Transmission” section on  
page 34. Also read the quote in the brown box to the left then study the image below and answer  
the questions: 

a. Why do you think the loss of food (genetic) varieties may be a problem? List two possible reasons. 
Consider how and where they are grown, insects and diseases, and the benefits that people get from 
eating.

b. How do you think the words “tradition is transmission” relates to concerns about the loss of  
genetic variation and farming practices?
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Source: http://ngm
.nationalgeographic.com

/2011/07/food-ark/food-variety-graphic



PART 3: TRACING YOUR FOOD
NOTE: In preparation for #7 in this part of the activity, make sure whomever is making dinner saves boxes 
and/or fruit/vegetable stickers from the meal. 

4. Study the map “Towards a Fair Trade State” (on the Dreaming New Mexico: An Age of Local Foodsheds 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?

5. Refer to the Dreaming New Mexico: An Age of Local Foodsheds and a fair Trade State” poster. 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:

6. 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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7. a. This evening, write down what you had for dinner and list all of the components that make up that dinner.  
Identify whether the meal was made from “scratch,” was premade/processed (e.g. frozen dinner or a box of 
macaroni and cheese). If you ate out, then use another meal 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. Clearly indicate 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 necessarily indicate the origin of 
where the component parts were grown.

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 web-
site if needed. If you do not find the origin via the Internet, then call or email the company. 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.

8. Refer to your list of food in #7.a. 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 elements present at every stage of a food from its beginnings to consump-
tion.  The stages are:

• Inputs (what needs to be present 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.  These values go above and beyond maximizing profit.
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 the 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. 

9. Select a value from the list above that is particularly meaningful to you. Look at the beef value chain 
example on page 30 and identify three areas in the chain where value-based decisions can be made. 
Briefly describe how that value can be enhanced for those parts of the chain. An example is provided 
below.

Example: Value: Maximizing nutritional value of the food
CHAIN STEP: Production — pasture/grass fed ; ENHANCING THE VALUE: The quality of the food source 
to the animal will improve its nutritional value.

VALUE:

CHAIN STEP ENHANCING THE VALUE
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10. Now pick one of the foods you listed in #7 or use the food for which you identified the origin in 7.c. 
Identify the different steps and details in the value chain for the food you selected. You can use value 
chain examples on pages 12 and 29 to help you.

FOOD: 

CHAIN STEP ENHANCING THE VALUE
Inputs

Processing & 
Distribution

Marketing

Consuming
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