Your Excellency, Ladies and gentlemen
Good evening. My name is Jim Godfrey, I am a potato grower from Lincolnshire, but I am here tonight as a former chairman of the International Potato Center to represent the International Potato Center, which is based in Lima, Peru, close to where potatoes originated. I am delighted to be here in London to assist in the opening of this exhibition, which is entitled “The Odyssey of the Potato”. 
2008 is the United Nations International Year of the Potato with the mission to increase awareness of the importance of the potato as a food in developing countries and promote research and development and its application on the crop. The Government of Peru originally proposed the year to the UN in 2005. Naturally the International Potato Center is participating with the UN and the Government of Peru in celebrating the Year. 

The potato reached the United Kingdom towards the end of the 16th century and was being grown in London by 1597. The new crop established itself rapidly in Ireland but less so in England and Scotland. 

The significance for potatoes in the UK came later, during the Industrial Revolution of the 18th and 19th centuries, when the rise of towns - and the new urban working class - created demand for cheap, energy-rich, non-cereal foods. The rest is history. By 1948, production in England, Scotland and Wales peaked with almost 400 000 hectares under potatoes, today we grow 120,000 Ha. 

Since 1960, the harvested area has shrunk by half, and the number of registered potato growers from 70 000 to just 3 000. But the UK still ranks No. 11 among world potato producing countries, recording a 2007 harvest of 5.7 million tonnes and average yields exceeding 40 tonnes per hectare. 

Here in the UK we eat about 100 kg per person per year, but we are still a long way behind the world champions, the Belarusians, who eat about 338 kg per person per year. 

In the English speaking world we often call it the “humble potato”, but in fact today the potato is the third most important food crop in the world. It grows in over 130 countries and is eaten daily by over a billion people. The crop is becoming more and more important in the developing countries. The potato grows in a wide range of environments; it is highly adaptable and produces higher yields than other major crops, about 4 times the quantity of food per hectare than cereals. And as world cereal prices climb higher and higher, the prices of potatoes remains stable, partly because there is limited trade across borders. There is a clear role for the potato as a food for the future, to supplement rice and wheat, to feed the world’s rapidly increasing population and to respond to the challenges of climate change. A very important attribute for food security is that potatoes can be harvested and eaten before crop maturity as opposed to cereals which have to reach maturity, otherwise there is no harvest and no food.
This exhibition illustrates the history, evolution and impact of the potato. It first deals with the original domestication of the potato in the Andes. The Andean people first domesticated the potato about 10,000 years ago around Lake Titicaca in the Andes at 4000 m above sea level. Then it goes on to describe the evolution of the incredible diversity we see today. Nowadays, over 5000 varieties exist in the Andes, ranging in color from yellow to purple, in all sorts of shapes as you can see in this exhibition.

Next comes a consideration of the importance of potatoes in pre-Colombian cultures. Then we look at the discovery of the potato by the Spanish conquistadores and how the plant was first introduced into Europe. Then comes a section on the dissemination of the potatoes within Europe and its influence on European development. Later the exhibition looks at the dissemination of potato to other parts of the world, after a short consideration of the disastrous late blight epidemic in Europe and Ireland in the 1840s. Finally we highlight the legacy of those early farmers, and the importance of the potato today for food security, economic growth and health in the developing world. 

Preparing this exhibition has been a tremendous amount of work by the International Potato staff, with the invaluable support of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Agriculture in Peru. On behalf of the International Potato Center I would like to acknowledge their support and interest. I would also like to acknowledge the enthusiastic support of the Embassy of Peru here in the UK and to the Hays Galleria for providing this magnificent display area.

This exhibition has already received warm receptions in Switzerland, Norway and Belgium. After the UK it will go to Ireland, the Netherlands, Spain, France and finally Italy in December. I will not speak any longer, although the potato story is in fact long and fascinating. Instead I would like to welcome you to the Odyssey of the Potato.

