


HOW A FLASK
OF SPICE

CAN TRANSFORM
THE WORLD

BY I " lAR INA ANDR EA Z  Ì

The Brazilian chef behind one of the world's
best restaurants and social entrêprenêur, Chêf
Alêx Atala, calls for an urgent reevaluation of
our relationship with our environment and with
the element that connects us all- food.

A son of adventurous souls, AtaÍa was always
taught to go out into the world instead of
waitíng for the world to come to him. At 18, he
abandoned thê constraints of his troubled
youth and invêsted all he had in a ticket and a
new bêginning in Europe. Having íound his
cal l ing and f inished his sludies in this six-year
advênture, Atala knew that developing a truly
authentic culinary style required recognition of

his ever-growing Brazilian pride. Once again
following his heart and embracing uncedainty,
Atala decided to move back to Brazil to
f ind inspirat ion in pre-colonial,  indigenous
ingredients from one of the most incredible and
painfully misunderstood of Brazilian treasures:
the Amazon.

With boots on the ground, Atala discovered
much more than the exquisite ingredients
that would define his incredibly original culinary
stylê. After sêeing firsthand thê silting river in
the Xingú reservation, talking Íace-to-face with
small  indigenous producers being pushed
out by agribusinêss, and witnêssing the impact
that single crop plantation and pesticides
have on thêir ênvironment, Atala began to truly

understand just how serious the consequences
of our everyday decisions are: "We âre not
killing animals, we are sterilizing environments.
Wê arê talking about people and about fuÌure
genêrations as wê|1."

Keenly aware of the êxtent of the environ-
mental impact brought on by our current mode
of food consumption, Atala also credits Íood
as thê only mêdium capable of reversing this
negative cyclê. "When biodiversity leaves
the mouth, it sounds judgmental. There is guilt
involved. When it lgoesl in. it is transÍorming.
People begin to care." Atala's bel ief that
individual food decisions can truly Ìransform
our environment is hardly unÍounded. Due to
global winê consumption and the consumeis
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desire for diversity in the category, tod€,
therê arê hundreds of grape varieties Ìhat are
cultivatêd every yêar For this very reason,
the DNA oÍ hundreds of grapes, including those
tougherto produce or with smaller yields.
is susÌainably safeguarded and ensures
incredible grape divêrsity.

Though Atala s critical of the insurmount-
able pressure us humans currenÌly put on our
ênvironment and the lagging policies to rêvêrt it,
he prefers to focus his energy on getting
things done. "As a Brazilian, I need to improve
my country | beliêve I can have a much bigger
impact Ibyj selt ing an example Ì l 'an being a
cri t ic." This proactive optimism brings a
fresh pêrspective to this daunling global issue.
ÌnÌegrating food with his social entrepre-
neurship êfforts, the cheÍ's ATA Instituie works
tirelêssly to promote thê use of ingredients
and brands that have a posit ive impact on
biodiversity, indigenous communit ies, and the
environmênt as a whole.

One of the institute's most exciting projects
focuses on helping women from the Rio Negro
Basin - a region composed oÍ 23 indigenous
ethnicit ies speaking 21 idioms - cult ivate
and maintain their most valued cultural staplel
the Baniwa pepper. Each woman in the
Baniwa tribe has her own garden and cultivates
â unique type of Baniwa pepper. They also
rotate their gardens and producê many varieties
of each vegetabìê, showing the true value of
diversity for long-term food consumption.
"These women tell me,'My manioc lyúccal
might not be the most flavorful or the fastest
growing. But in a year of drought, i t  is the
onê that wi l l  yield the most." 'Compared Ìo our
current shodsighted mental i ty of producing
as much as possible in the shortest span of
Ìimê, Atala finds the relationship they have
with their environment boÌh inspjr ing and
paradigm-shift ing.

Initiativês such as this one help disseminate
and expose the world to the deliciousness
oÍ biodiversity and its positive irnpact, aÌlowing
for meaning and citizenship to replace wealth
accumulation on lhe l isL of human priori i ies.
' l t  you just think lhal al l  oÍ thrs history. meaning.
and positive impact is embodied by a small
f lask of spice, onê Ìhat is also incredibl.
del icious, i t  is truly transforming." Helping
people Íind meaning and change their relation
ship with their Íood can shift the way they
consume and the ìndustr ies they supporÌ.  He
adds emphaiical ly. " i t  is not just about buyíng
organic at the supermarket. lÌ also means
saying no to the Ìhings that are not oka,.
Because if you say no, it will no longêr exist.
That is how powerful this is."

Thought-lêading creatives {ikeAtala

provoke us and instrgate act on by exposing
Ìruth, providing nêw possibi l i t iês, and
reinventing reality. To AÌâlâ, rêsêtting doesn't
mean erasing what we know or stading
from scratch. ReseÌt ing means taking the
blinders off and adding more perspective
to open up our behavior beyond thê guidêlinês
of our own culture and priorities, and into our
individualtruth and our sense of responsibi l i ty
as citizens. Getting people to live outside
of thê bubble of their own exÌsÌence is certainly
one of the biggest chal lenges oÍ ourt ime -

and yet, the single most impactful shif t  that
could happen.

When asked how contact with indigenous
culture and comrnunit ies has changed his
perspêctive on his own life, Atala said that they
spend 90% oftheir productive time dêdicated
to eating, while the western world spends under
10olo. When asked rÍ thal meant thêy aLe
bettêr, Atala respondêd with a broad smile and
a wise laugh: "They live better They have
been around for millions of years and the earth
is slill hete." ////

Marina Andreazi is the director af ldea Couture
Brazil. She ìs based in Sâo Paalo, BrazÌ|.
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