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REPORT ON TRIP TO PILCOMAYO RIVER 19-22 AUGUST 2012

I left for up north on Sunday 19 to sleep in Mision Chaqueña at half the distance from my objective so as to have an easier trip to the Pilcomayo communities. 
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I stopped on the road at a farm where the wichi migrate looking for work. We always coordinate that they wait on the road and send things back home on my truck. My eyes started to water as I saw these master craftmen far from home, missing their children, earning little and already in debt due to very high prices at the local store. I came to Salta in 1979 to prevent this. There is still much to do…
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This lady at right came out to see me asking for a hymn book and the Bible in Wichi language. I suppose it´s will be her anchor in this rotten place.  
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In the Misión I had to load 20 irrigation kits that my right hand man Antonio Gomez had put together. We also take ½” hose in 100mt rolls to connect the house tap with the gardens. 
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There are two agriculture themes that have been difficult to across to the Wichi: 1) sowing the right number of seeds per meter and 2) the use of goat manure for very sandy soils. I decided to stick the info on the side of the truck. It has been a good idea as it saves me the speech. People just have to look and get the message. Salta folk ask me if it´s written in English…
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The Chaco forest was in flower so it was a scenic trip I had. 

I got to La Puntana (first community to the west of the Pilcomayo river) and visited the “cacique” or chief Valentin Diaz. He had received one irrigation kit one year ago and had harvested well. He wanted another kit and so did his sons in law and neighbours. 
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As I said before, sowing the right amount of seed per meter is something very important so we connected an irrigation kit and had a practical show of how it´s done. In the photos above you can see the boy sowing one seed in each dripper. We had to fight the chickens that came harvesting the seed behind us!! I left 7 kits at this place. Francisco Perez, my right hand man there, tells me that now he has a list of 27 other interested gardeners asking for kits… 
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In this community we found 3 unfinished wells. 
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This is very serious as we are nearing the hot season. People form one “barrio” (above left) were in very bad humour. They intend to do a “piquete” (cutting the nearest road) which is the classic way to make you heard here in Arg. Of all the reasons to visit the area, this one, getting first hand knowledge of what’s the water situation was the greatest value.
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From La Puntana I moved East down river to La Curvita. Here at left we see Rogelio with his sown watermenlon field. He harvested over 500 last year and is enthusiastic to do it again. He is one of the few that put his hand in his own pocket and bought hoses on his own.  Not only is he an entrepreneur but also a social leader as he is second in command of Lhaka Honat, union of  Indian communities of the Pilcomayo. Their plight for more than 20 yrs is getting the title of their lands from the government. 
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I walked through the community and we identified 6 interested gardeners that wanted to sow but had not finished their “olafwek” (closed in area shut against pigs and goats. They were a mixed group of tribes, here Jacobo at left you can see has criollo blood, then Pedro the fisherman is Tapiete (from Bolivia) and Jose is Toba (in the past a warlike tribe). 
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We left the 6 irrigation kits here but they World not be given till the “olafwek” was ready. The kit also includes wire to tie the branches of the fence. 
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 The sun was sinking in the Chaco when I left on my way to Cris and Helena´s where I´m always treated 5 stars.
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At left where I stay in Santa María Misión.
Next day Adolfo Perez (Francisco´s son) arrived and we started visiting interested families. Last year we did over 60 gardens in this place. It was very successful but my experience shows me that there is a downward curve on the second year. We shall see…
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Here we see Adolfo Perez showing how to connect the hose grid. He is typical Wichi, silent but on the alert. We should support these future leaders as his father Francisco was 40 years ago with the Anglican social work. He was telling me that he had to choose between having lots of money (store keeper) or helping his people. He chose the latter. 
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At left José Torres happy with his kit. Right: Luis Felix with sons and sown watermelon behind. He is a good gardener. 
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We include in the kit a hand made leaflet on better eating and agriculture habits. All written in  Wichi language. There is a drawing (taken from David Werner´s “Where there is no Dr” book) which shows a healthy boy and a thin one with a box showing he will die. It could be politically incorrect for the Wichi as you don´t show anything that comes from dead people but I had to choose either diplomacy or a strong message. Francisco says the people understand the drawing and it gets the message across so I´m happy with his view.
Statistics show that in the Salta provincial average 1 child per 100 will not get to 5 years old but on the Pilcomayo area 8 kids per 100 will not get to 5 years old. This is scandalous and all effort must be put to stop this inequality.  
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Salta spent government spent in one night a million pesos (around 180.000 U$D) for a folklore  show. It would cost U$D50.000 to finish these 7 pumps. Goes to show the priorities are wrong. I have to say it´s not only from these authorities but also for the last100 years back. Indians were and are not a priority, although now the statistics explode in their face.
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These 5 pumps are unfinished. (Cañaveral, Sta. María, La Puntana escuela, La Puntana Chica y La Puntana centro) Downriver 

(La Esperanza, Pozo Toro, Misión La Paz, Las Vertientes y Campo Largo) there are 5 more waiting. To be finished. 
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Here a well in San Luis community (you see the tank in the background) which is ready but for 2 years has not been connected. “Two weeks ago they said they World come in 4 days…”

 At left is El Arenal pump which should be connected to the electricity cables that go just above the pump. Some brilliant engineer instead of connecting them put a little motor run on gasoline that produces energy to move the pump below. Obvious the Wichi have no cash for the gas so the pump goes unused. So as not to lose the agricultural year we provided the gas but the two clans fought because the gas for Jose Pedro´s  (here at left)  agriculture was used by Elia´s group so JP deciden not to pump. They are holding hands here as a message that they found a solution. We will provide 2 valves so that they can close the pipe going to each community. When one group has gas he pumps closing the other one off. Solomon´s way… 
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Here the agriculturist in a tie!! Once in Salta I took a letter of complaint to the local electricity company. As they wouldn’t take my letter, next day I put on my wedding gear and they yes I talked to the 2nd in command. 
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We moved around different gardeners that had sown already. Here Adolfo Perez with his own maize plot. He has had a big attack by birds. The solution was to cage a live owl in the field to shoo away the  offenders.      
Here below is the school at Pozo la Yegua where we also left an irrigation kit, hoping that it could be a good way to introduce the kids to producing their own food.
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Some others here that received a kit. The man below  sowed late and the frost never hit the maize. 
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There was much interest but once again the problem is WATER. That will be my big fight. 
On the right above Francisco and me with rival factions eating fish once negotiations were done.
Next day I left 5am for Mission Chaqueña area where harvest was advancing at full throttle or just starting.
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Balducho Villafuerte above left has the biggest plot and is harvesting well. Elba Chilango from Carboncito and Facundo Vazquez from Salim community. Elba and Albina, her daughter, who won last year´s prize for the best maize plot.  
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Antonio´s daughter in law with tomatoes for Alec and at right Raquel and Prudencio Cabral with also gifts for the agriculturist.
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The solar dryer is working and producing it´s first harvest. Tomatoes are 93% water so you have to leave them 3 days in the hot sun. The first batch took too much time to dry and was a dull colour. Here at top the new batch which I have tried in a chicken stew passing the exam with full marks. We will also try smoking the tomatoes. Balducho has a bigger harvest and is inventing his own larger dryer.  

We hope to start the wheel turning by selling the produce to our supporters: you!
Alec Deane
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