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The land of vanilla is the land of gold
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Report 1
Vanilla history and context

The origin of a sweet essence used in our daily lives remains unknown for most users. Vanilla, an orchid
plant that grows in the tropics, is nowadays commercialized world-wide. There are more than 100
species on the planet and Peru has around 20 which grow in flooded palm forests called aguajales. The
natural habitat of this fragrant flower is threatened by gold mining, a growing illegal activity that until
2013 has affected more than three quarters of the aguajales in Madre de Dios region (Janovec, 2013).

Vanilla is one of the most used plants by humans; one can find it in different food from around the
globe, like pancakes and ice cream, but also in perfumes or soaps. Ironically, most of the vanilla we
consume does not come from the natural plant, but from an essence made artificially. Vanilla planifolia
is mainly cultivated in Madagascar, Reunion, and other islands from Africa, but its natural distribution
is in central America. For centuries before the Spanish conquest the Totonacas lived in the same area
made a sacred cacao and vanilla beverage. In the XVI century when Spanish and French conquered
central America, they took these species and tried to cultivate them in Europe and Africa. However,
its flowers need pollination to grow pods and the bee that takes care of this is only distributed in the
neotropics. That’s why only three centuries later, when artificial pollination was discovered, large scale
cultivation started (Fouché, 1999; Rodriguez, 2016).

Madagascar is the biggest vanilla producer in the world and has a price set by the government of $250
dollars per kilo. In other countries, including Perd, the price is regulated by the market ranging around
$100 dollars per kilo. It is a very profitable crop and can compete with cacao, sugar cane, and other locall
crops in the Amazon (Zilbermann, 2022). In Per( V. planifolia and other local species like V. pompona are
not locally known, so the offer in the market is low. But international demand is high and Pert not only
has the perfect climate conditions for this crop, but it also has a high diversity of local species which
grow ideally in the area. Vanilla has the potential to be a feasible sustainable alternative to activities
that have a high environmental impact like gold mining.
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