Pilot introduction of 30 HotPots in Sierra Gorda Nature Reserve, Mexico

 May 5-26, 2003

Lorenzo Rosenzweig, Director, Fondo Mexicano para la Conservacion de la Naturaleza (FMCN) selected the Sierra Gorda Nature Reserve, managed by Grupo Ecologico Sierra Gorda (GESG) as the pilot site to test user acceptance of 30 HotPot prototypes manufactured in Monterrey, Mexico. GESG in turn selected the women in Purisima,

Mavi and staff to participate in my training programs. FMCN funded this pilot training program and donated the 30 HotPots to GESG. The Head of GESG’s Community Improvement Programs served as my main contact during both preparation and implementation.

Purisima, with a population of  4-5,000 with average family size 5 to 7. Most still use wood to make tortillas, most also have gas; younger women who no longer have traditional kitchens use gas to make tortillas; all have electricity and tap water. Most buy wood, but some own land where they may collect wood; otherwise cutting trees is not permitted, there is surveillance.  The main meal is between 1-3pm; small meals are eaten in the evening especially during the hot season. The staple is beans and chili sauce, eggs, pasta, dehydrated soy, vegetables and meat. Income came from farming and animal breeding, but the area has suffered from drought since 2000. Most families have male relatives in the US who send money; some economically disadvantaged receive financial support from the Mexican government.

 Two Day HotPot Training in Purisima was held in the “Polo de Desarrollo” a community center built in 1973, equipped with one improved stove for tortillas + other foods cooked with wood. The women were selected by GESG because of their active support in environmental clean-up efforts over the past three years. Each woman realized that she was a pioneer user of the HotPot and that these proto-types were manufactured in their own country. 

The women were instructed how to use the black pot, that less water was needed for foods; that no water was needed for meat + vegetables, nor oil. They put pre-soaked black beans, lentils, rice, tea, eggs, chicken with nopales, beef with potatoes + zucinni in the HotPots. I demonstrated how to orient the panels properly for the time of day; as they placed their black pots and glass green-house in the panels. I continued my presentation in the shaded area, explaining why and how to solar cook, embellishing by adding own personal story and training experience in E.Africa, the work SHE does in other parts of the world; how the HotPot was developed. I asked each about food-habits, daily life, wood + gas consumption and the cost of each.  I invited questions and discussion. The food was checked periodically and the panels re-oriented when necessary. They learned that foods cooked fastest when cut into small pieces. I demonstrated how to tilt up front panel to 40%. All the foods were cooked  between 2-3 hrs., with the exception of a pot of beans that had not been pre-soaked. 

 Individual HOME-VISITS were carried out for 4 days:

I observed and tasted these meals that successfully cooked in  HotPots

1) meat ‘picadillo’ 1 kg. beef and potatoes cut into small pieces, pureed tomato, onion, garlic, marjoram, oregano, chili, saffron, one can of peas. (3 hrs)

2):  Milk Rice with cinnamon + sugar. It was left to cook unattended while the cook left home to go shopping.

3) Rice that she had pre-fried in oil that was removed before putting it into the HotPot, adding pureed condiments. (3 hrs.)

4) Pre-soaked chickpeas, pureed tomato with chili, onion, saffron, peppermint (4 hrs.) – 5) Rice and Tomatoes  (2hrs)

5) Tea with avocado leaves (cloud cover/ 2 hrs.)

6) Beef Stew  (3 hrs.)

7) ‘bifsteak mexicano’: ½ kg. beef, garlic, comino, onion, tomato, Chile, epazote (a Mexican spice) (3 hrs.)

8) Mint Tea  (1 hr.)

9) Pasta soup with chicken kidneys, first browned in oil on gas stove before putting into the HotPot; also roasted condiments before putting them into the food-processor; meanwhile the water was heating up in the HotPot. (2 ½ hrs)

10) ‘Mole verde’ made with pork, tomatillos, chili, corandier, garlic, oregano, onions. She pre-fried pork on gas before putting it into the HotPot. )(3 hrs.)

11) Cooked beef brisket soup, spiced with chili and epasote (2 hrs.) She decided that there was time enough to make a 2nd meal that day; one of milk rice which she put into HotPot, after heating the water on the fire, then into the HotPot. (2 hrs.)

12)‘Mole Verde” with pork, green tomatoes and peppers, garlic, comino, cilantro, calabash seeds. (3 hrs.) 

13) Lentils with slices of nopales (cactus)   (4 hrs.)

14)Chicken stew which was almost done.  (3 hrs.)

15) Pre-soaked Black beans (4 hrs. then 10 min. on the fire to finish)

16) Plain rice: left to cook while taking friend to hospital. Rice cooked unevenly because she had added too little water. Solved by adding water and letting it cook longer

17): ‘Albondigas” (meat balls in sauce) ¼ kg. beef, 2 eggs, flour, rolled up with spices and fried in oil. She added the meat balls to the warm sauce in the HotPot. (4 hrs.)

18)‘sopa de fideos’ (pasta soup) (2 ½ hrs.)

19) Vege Soup – carrots, potatoes, zucchini, spices. (2 hrs.)

20)  ‘bayo’ (brown) beans that were not  pre-soaked (4 ½ hrs.)

21) ‘spaghetti gratin ! Layered cooked spaghetti, tomatoes, cheese, ham and baked it in the HotPot. (2 
hrs.)

22) pre-boiled potatoes cut  ½  with melted cheese (1 ½ hrs.). 

23) “Chilaquilas’ layers of stale tortillas, cheese, chile, cream + cilantro (2 hrs.)

24) Bread – ½ white flour ½  whole wheat flour – (3 hrs.)

25) Banana Bread – (3 hrs.)

26) Cake – vanailla flavored + 4 eggs – (3 hrs.)

FINAL Meeting + POT-LUCK:  Each woman brought something special to solar cook.

Review of our training program, congratulating each women for her new ability to use the HotPot properly; advised each one to continue to use regularly and to keep a record of results;  to explain how it worked to others;  to teach their children how to use it; to remind themselves of all the benefits – to remember that they were solar pioneers. Each received a diplomas.

TRAINING TRAINERS: Two women were selected from the group for further training, to learn to teach others. They were enthusiastic solar cooks with the ability to inspire others; had very good communicator skills; paid attention to detail. Each was given a How To Train Manuel which we read together, reviewed, discussed, practiced from to prepare for the first group they would train two days hence.

TRAINERS 1st TRAINING Program in Mavi, 62 families. No community center, so training took place in a private yard.. The space was shaded and a few steps away from a sunny open area big enough for the 9 HotPots. All the food was put out before noon: 2 pots of lentils, 2 of tea, 1 of pumpkin seeds, tomatoes + onion soup, 1 of rice, 1 of beans. We moved back to the shaded area where the 2 trainers began their enthusiastic delivery on how to solar cook, what time of day, how to use and care for the HotPot, which foods can/cannot be cooked.

DAY #2: TRAINERS TRAINING in Mavi: The trainers reviewed material using the Training Posters. All the food: tomales, chicken mole, mole verde, lentils, rice banana bread, flan, tea. Everything was ready to eat in 2 ½ hrs. Family members came to taste the food and there was Fiesta del Sol’ feeling to the day. 

Dona Lupe was making her 4th cake and had found clients who did not own a HotPot who wanted to buy one from her – she dreamt of having multiple HotPot to start a small business! 

Trainer’s HOME VISITS in Mavi: The day was cloudy and only 4 out of the 9 women were solar cooking. One slaughtered a chicken and had cooked it for us! She cooked on the roof of her cement home and the chicken was cooked in 3 ½ hrs The three others using their HotPots were cooking: milk rice; rice with tomatoes, and cake. The cake was not baking well – the day was too overcast for cake and beans, but the cook was not discouraged.

Background: GESG was created in 1987 by locals born near Jalpan, where their offices are located. GESG’s main focus has always been on conservation. Its innovative environmental programs include: 

· Environmental education through art and science in Sierra Gorda’s elementary schools, with yearly festivals and performances

· Reforestation via incentives given to owners of private property Community improvement with focus on women: health, nutrition, improved stoves and …  the HotPot solar oven

· Capacity building and productive diversification (ecotourism + vocational training programs)

· Clean up and recycling, solid waste management (59 collecting centers)

In 1997 the GESG grew in capacity in that it received support from the Global Environmental Facility (GEF). Since that date the Biodiversity Conservation Project of the Sierra Gorda (BCPSG) became part of the Mexican government’s conservation program, National Commission of Natural Protected Areas (CONANP).

What things cost: Minimum wage is $8 US/day. Women who work for GESG collecting trash earn $10 US/day. Wood is sold in ‘una carga’ (= 1 sq.meter) @ $2 US and lasts 1 week if only wood is used for cooking up to 3 weeks if both wood and gas are used. Bottled gas is sold in 30-kilo tanks for $20 US and lasts 1-2 months (6-8 person household) 6-8 months (2-person household). Gas prices are constantly on the increase, in 2001 gas cost $13 US; in 2002 $18 US. Tap water cost $6 US/month but flowed in a trickle thus was often supplemented by a large canister of gray water purchased at $5 US to be used for bathing, washing clothes, watering garden.
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