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» RE-DISCOVERING THE VALUE OF “BASIC” LIFE SKILLS

It appears that the coronavirus pandemic
has triggered several unusual trends in
the household. The first one that makes
me scratch my head is “baking bread with
sourdough”.

In the beginning, | thought it was only a

few scientists looking for a new experiment
to keep themselves busy at home. Then |
thought it was a response to the (perceived)
shortage of bread and the (real) shortage of
yeast in the grocery stores. Now that the yeast
supply is somewhat stabilized, | am mystified
as to what is really driving this new baking
trend.

Stress baking, anxiety baking,
procrastibaking—we are all very familiar with
these phenomena. But why sourdough?

Eating a slice of homemade sourdough
bread, with melted butter on top, is certainly
one of the most gratifying experiences in

life. However, having a sourdough starter is
essentially having a pet in the fridge. It needs
to be fed on a regular schedule.

Sourdough baking also demands planning
ahead and an intimate knowledge of the
starter in hand. Getting the right loaf takes A
LOT of practice, and that means many less-
than-stellar results before one gets it “just
right”.

So why embarking on another stressful
pursuit when the time is already tough?

Driven by concern over food supply and
safety issues with the ongoing pandemic,
people also plan on picking up vegetable
gardening in the hope to be self-sufficient.
| cannot help but wonder if we are bringing
back the “victory gardens”?

Like breadmaking, growing vegetables is also
an extremely rewarding experience—when
you finally get to harvest them that is.

It takes about 4 weeks to grow leafy greens
like spinach and 3 months to grow tomatoes.
Also, keep in mind that birds and insects in
your garden like eating vegetables too.

In the meantime, our government has been
working overtime to come up with various
relief and recovery programs, including
financial support for students and new
graduates. Interestingly, the Prime Minister
also suggested our Canadian youth “might
want to consider spending their summer

"

working on a farm or in a fishery™'.

Labor shortage within the agriculture and
fisheries sectors has been an issue and this
pandemic surely adds to the stress in finding
foreign workers. While it might sound logical
to put unemployed young Canadians to fill
those positions, asking people to travel to
rural areas for temporary work goes against
the current “stay home” pandemic mitigation
strategy. More importantly, sending
inexperienced workers to farms and fisheries
could further reduce productivity and market
value of the food products?.

To me, picking up breadmaking and
vegetable gardening in the midst of a
pandemic reflects how removed we are
from the food production system. The food
shortage is not caused by the pandemic itself.
It is because our supply chain and logistics
operate under the principles of “just enough,
justin time”. It can be easily disrupted by
international trade issues. It cannot adjust
quickly to a sudden spike in hoarding
behavior and home consumption as all food
premises are forced to close their doors
overnight.

It is nice to be able to make food ourselves
when we cannot buy it, but by now many
of us have shared our “quarantine baking
failures” on social media. It turns out “basic”

“It is nice to be able to
make food ourselves
when we cannot buy
it, but by now many
of us have shared our
‘quarantine baking
failures” on social
media. It turns out
"basic” life skills are not
so basic after all”

life skills are not so basic after all.

Skeptical as | might sound, | am very pleased
to see people are re-discovering breadmaking
and vegetable gardening as activities that
are worth their time and attention. | really
hope that people will continue to talk about
them with passion long after this pandemic.
Like our Prime Minister, | would encourage
students and recent graduates to seek for
ajobonafarm orin a fishery. | would also
urge farmers and fishermen to take in a city
youth for a gig whenever possible. The best
way to understand how our food system
works is to “jump in with both feet”. Getting
our Canadian youth to work directly with
farmers and fishers will surely expand their
horizon—I would even argue that it will be a
life changing experience for some of them, as
it shows that agriculture and aquaculture are
indeed viable career options.
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The coronavirus pandemic has revealed

that our food production system, us
individuals included, is highly efficient but
lacks resilience. To better prepare ourselves
in future crises, we need to build greater
resilience into our food systems—it does not
just mean making some significant changes
within various food chains, but it also means
equipping ourselves with important food
cultivation, preparation, and preservation
skills.
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