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			PRAISE FOR A PRECAUTIONARY TALE

			“An inspiring tale of citizen science and community action.”

			—RAJ PATEL, author of Stuffed and Starved: The Hidden Battle for the World Food System

			“Ackerman-Leist tells the story of how a small town took on the powerful forces of chemical agriculture and not only won, but created a template that anyone seeking a poison-free environment anywhere in the world can follow.”

			—BARRY ESTABROOK, author of Tomatoland and Pig Tales

			“Climate change, xenophobia, war, hunger, madmen and autocrats running the world. It’s easy to feel paralyzed when faced with the enormity of our modern dilemma. Philip Ackerman-Leist’s A Precautionary Tale gives us hope, and provides us with a real-life tale of regular folk who stood up to the Goliath that was about to swallow their community, and succeeded. This book is living proof that even against overwhelming odds we have enormous power in and around the places where we live.”

			—MICHAEL ABLEMAN, farmer; author of Street Farm: Growing Food, Jobs, and Hope on the Urban Frontier

			“A Precautionary Tale is the hopeful message we all need! Philip Ackerman-­Leist shows us that we still have the power, as citizens, to gather and change the reality of our daily lives. The people from Mals could be you and me. They have proven that working for empowerment is not in vain. Indeed, they have managed to defeat giant corporations. And they remind us that we can’t let despair or sadness paralyze us, that we can trust the strength of community, and that we must do our part and act.”

			—PERRINE AND CHARLES HERVÉ-GRUYER, authors of Miraculous Abundance

			“Many, many thanks to Philip Ackerman-Leist for telling us the wonderful story of Mals, the town in Italy that decided to ban the use of pesticides! This story is extremely inspiring for us all. It shows that there is a way out of the actual dependency of our agriculture on pesticides, and that a group of informed and active citizens, together with brave local politicians, can change the world for the better. May this excellent book inspire communities all around the world—and our politicians, too!”

			—FRANÇOIS VEILLERETTE, chair, Pesticide Action Network Europe
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			FOREWORD

			Mals, a small village in South Tirol, has shown once again the truth in the famous words of Margaret Mead: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”

			I feel honored that I had a chance to support the movement for Mals to become pesticide-free, and also to write the foreword to Philip Ackerman-­Leist’s book, A Precautionary Tale, about the courageous and creative citizens of Mals.

			For more than a century, a poison cartel has experimented with and developed chemicals to kill people, first in Hitler’s concentration camps and the war. These chemicals were later sold as inputs for industrial agriculture.

			The poison cartel I refer to here is the handful of global corporations that push chemicals and genetically modified organisms (GMOs) in farming—Bayer/Monsanto, Dow/Dupont, Syngenta/ChemChina. Killing is their expertise.

			In India, a country of small farmers, the assault of the poison cartel has driven millions off the land and pushed 300,000 farmers to suicide due to debt for costly seeds and chemicals. The genetically modified (GM) seeds have failed to control pests and weeds. Instead they are creating super pests and super weeds, trapping farmers deeper in debt.

			And it is not just farmers who are dying. Our soil organisms and pollinators are dying. Our soils are dying. Our societies are dying. Our children are dying—because of diseases caused by food loaded with toxics.

			Pesticide pollution knows no boundaries, and the pesticide sprays contaminate entire ecosystems, our food, our water. These corporations take away our right to be free from harm.

			They do not poison just people, our farms, and our food; they poison regulatory systems and science. Corruption of science, of regulation, of centralized governments is their expertise.

			The agrochemical industry and its new avatar, the biotechnology industry, do not merely distort and manipulate knowledge, science, and public policy. They also manipulate the law and the justice system.

			That is why the movement for freedom from poisons in our food and agriculture is the most important freedom movement in our times. It is a movement for the rights of the Earth, the rights of all species, of all peoples to be free from harm, to be healthy. It is a movement to protect the diversity of species, of cultures, of economies, of knowledge, of decision making from the local to the global.

			It is the movement for justice, for the right to life and livelihood. It is the right to know about the potential harm from poisons and poison-­producing plants—GMOs. It is freedom from manipulated alternative facts and post-truths, which hide truth and try to bury it, as we are witnessing in the case of glyphosate and GMOs .

			The World Health Organization (WHO) categorized Monsanto’s glyphosate (Roundup) as a probable carcinogen. Monsanto attacked WHO and has deployed its lobbyists to block its ban.

			Philip’s book, based on real stories about the courage of real people, provides touching human details of how the movement evolved in Mals and reminds us that this is what freedom looks like. This is what Earth Democracy looks like. It is like a seed. It begins small. It grows from the ground up. It spreads its roots deep, its branches wide. In the soil the mycorrhizal fungi and billions of microorganisms spread life and nourishment. From the flowers, pollinators spread life and nourishment.

			Every place is a Mals waiting to spread its wings of freedom.

			In India since 1999 we have been creating living democracy villages to be free of poisons and GMOs, to protect our biodiversity, our seeds, our forests, our land, our waters.

			Democracy has to begin where people are. It cannot be hijacked by the poison cartel, corrupting one, two, three, and so many more men behind closed doors of opaque decision making. That is not democracy. It is the dictatorship of those who make and sell poisons.

			My own journey to create a pesticide-free world began in 1984 with the tragedies in Punjab and Bhopal in India.

			The Green Revolution, which began in Punjab, was given a Nobel Peace prize based on the narrative that new seeds and chemicals would create prosperity and hence peace. But by 1984, Punjab was a land of violence and war. Thirty thousand people had been killed.

			It was this divergence between the Green Revolution myth and the reality of violence that compelled me to conduct research on what was happening in Punjab. That is when I wrote The Violence of the Green Revolution.

			The Bhopal gas tragedy was the worst industrial disaster in human history. Twenty-five thousand people died, 500,000 were injured, and the injustice done to the victims of Bhopal over the past 25 years will go down as the worst case of jurisprudence ever.

			The gas leak in Bhopal in December 1984 was from the Union Carbide pesticide plant that manufactured carabaryl (trade name Sevin)—a pesticide used mostly on cotton plants. It was, in fact, because of the Bhopal gas tragedy and the tragedy of extremist violence in Punjab that I woke up to the fact that agriculture had become a war zone. Pesticides are war chemicals that kill: The United Nations estimates that 220,000 people are killed every year by pesticides worldwide.

			After research, I realized that we do not need toxic pesticides that kill humans and other species that maintain the web of life. Pesticides do not control pests: They create pests by killing beneficial species. We have safer, nonviolent alternatives such as neem. That is why at the time of the Bhopal disaster I started the campaign “No more Bhopals, plant a neem.” The neem campaign led, in 1994, to challenging the biopiracy of neem. At that time, I discovered that US-based, multinational W. R. Grace had patented neem for use as pesticide and fungicide and was setting up a neem-oil extraction plant in Tumkur, Karnataka. We fought the biopiracy case for eleven years and were eventually successful in striking down the biopiracy patent.

			Meanwhile, the old pesticide industry was mutating into the biotechnology and genetic engineering industry. While genetic engineering was promoted as an alternative to pesticides, Bt cotton was introduced to end pesticide use. But Bt cotton has failed to control the bollworm and has instead created major new pests, leading to an increase in pesticide use.

			The high costs of GM seeds and pesticides are pushing farmers into debt, and indebted farmers are committing suicide. Adding the 310,000 farmer suicides in India to the 25,000 killed in Bhopal, we are witnessing a massive corporate genocide—the killing of people for super profits. 

			To maintain these super profits, lies are told about how, without pesticides and GMOs, there will be no food. In fact, the conclusions of the International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development, undertaken by the United Nations, show that ecologically organic agriculture produces more food and better food at a lower cost than either chemical agriculture or GMOs.

			In my book Who Really Feeds the World?, I have shown how neither corporations nor their pesticides feed the world. It is small farmers who feed the world. Our work in Navdanya over the past thirty years has shown that we can grow enough nourishing food for two Indias through biodiversity and agroecology.

			The process of holding the poison cartel accountable is the culmination of thirty years of scientific, legal, social, and political work by movements and concerned citizens and scientists. These movements and people make up the coalition that came together to organize the Monsanto Tribunal and People’s Assembly in October 2016.

			The tribunal both synthesized the existing crimes and violations for which Monsanto and Bayer have been brought to court across the world—in India, Europe, the United States, Mexico, Argentina—and expanded the scope of criminal activity to include the crime of ecocide, the violation of the rights of nature.

			Crimes against nature are connected to crimes against humanity. Corporate crimes have become visible everywhere. The corporations become bigger, claiming absolute power, absolute rights, absolute immunity—and deploying more violent tools against nature and people. The ongoing process of supporting People’s Assemblies will not just take stock of the past and present crimes. It will also look at future potential crimes, with the aim of preventing them.

			The introduction of GMOs, by the poison cartel, has accelerated the crisis of disease and death.

			But movements for GMO-free and poison-free food have also been growing. The chemical corporations had expected to take over all seed by the year 2000 through GMOs, patents, mergers, and acquisitions. But most seed is still not genetically modified, and most countries do not recognize seeds and plants as corporate inventions, which would make them patentable. Monsanto’s crimes have become so well known that it now wants to disappear itself through the Bayer acquisition. The movements against Monsanto have already won. Now we need to shut down the poison cartel.

			While GMOs fail, a new generation of genetic engineering based on CRISPR, gene editing, and gene drives is being promoted to grab more patents and wreck the planet faster for the benefit of a few toxic billionaires.

			While courts can investigate crimes of the poison cartel, and this is important for justice, people have the power to change the way we grow our food. That is why hundreds of People’s Assemblies, being organized everywhere, will make commitments to create a healthy future of food and of the planet. From the People’s Assemblies, we are launching a boycott campaign to liberate our seeds and soils, our communities and societies, our planet and ourselves from poisons and the rule of the poison cartel.

			As the poison cartel undemocratically tries to force its poisons and GMOs across the world, more and more communities and countries are making the democratic choice to become poison-free and GMO-free. 

			Mals stands out as a community that decided to create toxic-free food and agriculture systems through real democracy, democracy based on the active participation of citizens.

			Read the story of Mals to get inspired. And act.

			And let us join hands, minds, and hearts to create a healthy, happy world, free of poisons and the poison cartel. Seed by seed, farm by farm, community by community, let us make this beautiful Earth a garden of diversity and abundance, of well-being and freedom for all people and all beings.

			Dr. Vandana Shiva

			June 2017

			CHAPTER 1

			Drift

			It wasn’t the first time that the small town of 5,300 inhabitants had come under siege. Far from it. Situated at the intersection of three countries and two historic passes over the Alps, the town of Mals had a long history of being caught in the middle of various turf battles waged by warring tribes, bishops, counts, emperors, and even nations. But this newest turf battle was a little more literal—it was about hayfields.

			Medieval watchtowers still dot the landscape, springing up from promontories and village centers, while castles in various states of glory and disrepair cling to valley edges. Fortified village walls and massive iron-clad doors are now part of the local charm, drawing in tourists from regions that were once rival territories. Concrete pillboxes erupt ever so slightly from the ground in the broad, tilting upper reaches of the valley, most of them shrouded with grassy sod spilling over their rounded tops like unkempt hair, given away only by the narrow slits that hid all but the watchful eyes of the World War II gunners sent to guard the relatively new borders of modern-day Italy, Austria, and Switzerland.

			With this newest incursion, though, there were no warnings or obvious outsiders. No screams, bells, or sirens. Even though vigilance seemed embedded in the cultural DNA of the locals, they weren’t quite sure whether the dangers were real or simply the delusions of alarmists, people who wanted to deny the new economic order and live in the past. Watchtowers, binoculars, cutting-edge night-vision goggles—none of it was any help in detecting the newest interlopers. Safe in quiet café corners or at home among family and close friends, some locals would talk quietly about the imminent threat when they first suspected it, but every time they tried to pinpoint it, the enemy in question had a way of vaporizing, literally.

			This invasion wasn’t anything like the last war, which had taken the lives of a number of Malsers—a proud but simple people eking out a living from the steep slopes but caught between the Fascists of the south and the Nazis of the north. This time it was completely different. In the valley below them, the pounding of mortars was replaced by the pounding of concrete posts, and barbed wire was traded for trellis wire. Laser beams were cutting through farm fields along established coordinates, providing the precision needed to commandeer the terrain and turn hay- and grain fields into fruit factories. The new orchards followed a combination of laser-straight lines and tilted topography, taking over strategic positions for capturing maximum sunlight and avoiding the coldest of temperatures.

			The incursion itself was no secret. It was years in the making; the people of Mals had watched the gradual march of the orchards up the slopes, directly toward them, with a few infiltrators already ensconced in the town’s network of villages. But the biggest threats were hidden in the enveloping mists blasted from the spray machines mounted on the back of the advancing tractors. Even after the tractors passed and the mists dissipated, the stench would linger in the air, permeating a landscape with more than five thousand years of documented agricultural traditions in this high Alpine valley. It was all up for grabs.

			Big Apple was rolling into town. And it seemed like nobody was going to stop it.

			
            [image: ]
     

			Tucked up next to the Swiss border, Laatsch is one of eleven villages making up the town of Mals. Most of the locals refer to their township as Mals (pronounced maltz), its historic German name, while Italian officials and tourists typically use the lilting Italian version, Malles (MAH-less). The twin names of the town are but one reminder of a long history of power plays evident everywhere around the Alpine outpost. Before becoming a part of the Italian autonomous province of South Tirol, Mals was a proud part of das Land Tirol, a region ruled for centuries by the Hapsburgs but known today primarily for its seminal role in the development of winter sports. In return for their allegiance in protecting the strategic mountain territories, the Hapsburgs had always treated the Tirolean farmers more as compatriots than lowly peasants. The royal family depended upon the farmers’ fierce loyalty and vigilance.

			If you enter Laatsch by way of the Swiss border—presuming you successfully evade the Italian border guards in search of your cache of Swiss chocolates—it’s not the speed limit signs that will slow you down as much as the architecture plopped directly in your trajectory. Laatsch is a village of twisting passages, not roads. The flared foundations of its medieval buildings are the reason the structures are still standing, but their angled bulk creeps into the streets. Farmers’ and merchants’ wagons were well accommodated in the days of yore, but there was clearly no anticipation of modern-day cars, much less milk trucks and tractors.

			When you drive into Laatsch, the initial warning of impending vehicular doom comes in the ironic form of a church. As you round one of the first curves entering the village, the road suddenly splits, with oncoming traffic going through two narrow stone arches underneath the church while you are forced to swerve to the right and around the church before entering the narrow main thoroughfare through the village. The steady plod of oxcarts might have at one time ensured the safe simultaneous passage of two vehicles through the winding thoroughfare, but the precision steering of modern vehicles is compromised by our penchant for speed: There is no room for four-wheeled velocity in Laatsch. The wisest travelers use two feet or two wheels for safe and speedy passage. That said, the farmers on tractors do not necessarily operate under any basic laws of physics other than velocity × mass = victory. It should be no surprise: Farmers have long been the driving force in the area.

			The main route through the village opens up slightly where a torrent of water shoots its way through a stone-lined channel that used to power a number of the village’s mills. Only one of those mills remains, conveniently and not coincidentally set just across the street from Bäckerei Schuster, the local bakery. A few hundred feet uphill past that waterway and near the opposite end of the village is another, larger flume that races its way down toward the Adige River. If you drive over the wooden bridge crossing the brook in the warmer months, you might notice a cow patty or two. But chances are Günther Wallnöfer already shoveled up any deposits left by his cattle. He doesn’t think a farmer should leave messes that someone else has to clean up.

			Günther is adept at putting a halt to anything rolling his way when he maneuvers his two dozen cows through the crooked streets of his village and across the bridge twice each day, escorting them from barn to pasture and back. However, he never thought he would be the first in Mals to slow the growing momentum of Big Apple as it came his way, much less become a figure who would inspire organic markets and social justice movements in Europe and beyond.

			No matter what time of day or night you might meet him, your lasting impression of Günther is likely to be of a man in motion. Tall, lean, and equipped with a strong stride accustomed to craggy hills, he is adroit at leaping into and out of his tractor cab. The velocity of Günther’s local dialect matches his pace, and his hand gestures tend to be the only punctuation in his high-speed commentary. Chances are, if you’re talking to him, it’s while he’s doing something else, and his hands are constantly shifting between completing the task at hand and conveying a point of emphasis.

			With an ever-present hat tilted to deflect the intensity of sun, wind, or cold from his receding hairline, Günther tends to keep his head down and his long gait in motion, focusing on everything that has to happen within the constraints of a twenty-four-hour day—a time frame obviously devised without any consideration for how much a dairy farmer has to achieve in the allotted time span. A dairy farmer anywhere in the world is up against the odds, but the steep slopes and short summers of the Alps make the life of a mountain farmer an even greater challenge. Günther’s fast clip, no matter the means of locomotion, is a constant reminder that there’s no time to slow down when you have to be one step ahead of what some call progress.

			Inheriting a family business, much less a farm, can be as much a weight as it is a gift, and the local inheritance practices don’t make it any easier. As a young man, Günther began managing his family’s dairy farm in Laatsch. Unlike many other places in the region, the farmers in Laatsch and the other villages of Mals tended to have their houses and main barns inside the village proper, with the buildings huddled tightly around the inevitable spire of the village church. The surrounding fields were used for hay, grains, vegetables, and pastures. It was, by design, a means of countering the vulnerability of the coveted valley with a tight collective identity and a stone-fortified armory to protect their livestock and winter stores.

			However, that design meant that each farm family, even up to this day, has managed a patchwork of very small, scattered fields, many of them less than an acre or two in size. Crops that needed to be brought to the barn for winter storage were grown close to the village, while most livestock were sent to the high mountain pastures for summer grazing so that hay from the nearby fields could be readily transported to the barn. This scattering of exceedingly small parcels, at least by modern standards, would ultimately play a key defensive role for the locals in their newest onslaught—one that no one could have predicted.

			Günther was fortunate enough to inherit a relatively large assortment of fields. With 47 acres (19 ha) to divide among hay, pasture, grains, and even some vegetables, he had the ecological base to support about twenty-five milking cows and seven to eight calves, along with pigs and a small poultry flock. However, a sound ecological base doesn’t automatically translate into a manageable income.

			Whereas his ancestors had struggled simply to subsist through the seasonal cycles of each year, Günther had to endure not just the Alps’ temperamental seasons but also the tempestuous markets that dictated whether he was in debt or on modest economic footing. As he gradually took over his family’s farm, he continued to manage it conventionally and sell to the local dairy processor, much as his father had. However, the consistently meager economic return created by the combination of market plunges and increased costs forced him to question whether he would be the last in his family’s long line of diversified farmers if he kept going that route.

			That long lineage stretched far beyond just three or four generations. Archaeologists have discovered the relics of several settlements in the area that date back as far as the Stone Age. They have even unearthed a variety of grains in the carbonized remains, including some strains that are still grown in the area for the hearty traditional breads and dishes. The rich diversity of the Upper Vinschgau was coveted long before it ever appeared on a map.

			After too many nights long on worry and short on sleep, Günther eventually came to the conclusion that the only way he could ensure the economic viability of his family’s farm was to certify it as organic and tap into those more lucrative and stable markets, earning him 20 to 30 percent more for his milk. He could also diversify his products, adding organic poultry, grain, and vegetables, and capitalize on those added income streams. In 2001 he went bio (pronounced BEE-oh) and became certified organic. In the end it wasn’t such a radical decision: Going organic was, for him, a return to the traditional ways. He would be managing livestock, crops, and the landscape the same way his ancestors did. It turned out, however, that his decision to go organic put him directly in the path of progress. Big Apple was on its way up the Vinschgau Valley, and he could see it coming. He just didn’t realize how quickly he would be surrounded.

			The Vinschgau Valley, known by the Italians as Val Venosta, forms the westernmost corner of the autonomous province of South Tirol in Italy. The driest valley in the Alps, with an average of 16 to 20 inches (40–50 cm) of rain and nearly 300 days of sun per year, it is ideal for growing apples, grapes, cherries, pears, and other fruits. Since moisture and cloudy weather create optimal conditions for the spread of plant diseases, the sunny slopes, good air drainage, and deep valley soils in the Vinschgau combine to create a Paradise for fruit growers. And nothing is more tempting than an apple in Paradise.

			While apples had a long history in the lower reaches of the Vinschgau Valley, they weren’t a big part of the traditional agricultural economy of the Upper Vinschgau. Because neither climate nor custom was conducive to growing apples in the eleven high-elevation villages of Mals, which range from 3,300 to 5,600 feet (1,000–1,700 m) in elevation, inhabitants of the region have relied upon livestock and crops well adapted to the intensity of weather and topography in the area at least since the Stone Age.

			Mals is flanked on three sides by some of the highest mountains in the South Tirol, including the Ortler, the highest at 12,812 feet (3,905 m). The Adige River gathers its force from the downward-flowing waters of the surrounding mountains and pushes its way eastward through the valley and into the city of Meran, then veers southward toward Verona, eventually dumping into the Adriatic Sea. Despite the constraints of elevation, the inhabitants of the higher reaches of the Vinschgau long ago discovered ways in which to optimize slope and turn it into a useful variable for agriculture.

			Cattle, goats, sheep, and even pigs traditionally followed the greening of the grass as it gradually moved up beyond the tree line and then back down, essentially following the rise and fall of the mercury through the course of the year. With much of the livestock sent to the high pastures, farmers could use the lower fields to grow grains, vegetables, and the linchpin of the system: hay. In such a risky growing environment, farmers grew fruits for subsistence but not extensively for commercial purposes. Milk products, cold-hardy vegetables, and grains were a better bet for market. Even as modern markets evolved and fruits began commanding higher prices and better incomes than the other high-elevation products, the farmers of the Upper Vinschgau generally stuck by the traditions and conservative wisdom that had served them well for millennia.

			That aversion to risk began to melt away not too long ago, virtually in sync with the shrinking of the glaciers in the mountains high above the valley. Suddenly a warming climate and hardier fruit varieties conspired to create not just new but also more lucrative market opportunities for farmers. The sweet possibilities were hard to resist, and in the course of a few short years locals found themselves watching what looked like a big game of tic-tac-toe progress up the valley, with farmers weighing their options before filling the patchwork grid of open fields with trellised apples, grapes, and cherries. Günther was just one of many farmers about to find themselves caught in a game they’d never agreed to play.

			Emboldened by the ever-earlier retreat of winter, Big Apple’s avant-garde began to brazenly take up position in a few fields in Mals. In a township covering just over 90 square miles (233 sq km), it would seem that there was plenty of land to spare, and a few apple and cherry orchards wouldn’t matter. However, fruit growers and livestock farmers both preferred the flatter fields in the broad valley floor, and those areas were in limited supply. 

			In 2010 Günther noticed the first concrete posts and trellis wire delivered to his neighbor’s adjacent fields. Soon the reverberations of the post driver seemed to pound the fear of what was coming deeper and deeper into his consciousness. Workers came in to stretch the trellis wires and anchor them to the posts before installing the drip irrigation system. Only after the engineering was complete did the planting begin. More workers planted the young apple whips about 3 to 9 feet (1–3 m) apart so that each row of apples would become a highly efficient production line: Pruning, anchoring, watering, spraying, and harvesting could all be done with relative ease and consistency.

			Although Günther wasn’t so keen on the intrusive aesthetics of the intensive trellising system, that was the least of his worries. The real intrusion wasn’t visible, but it put everything that he had worked so hard to build at risk.
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			As Günther and his cows wove their way through Laatsch, a beeping horn stopped him. He turned around, spreading his arms to slow the bovine promenade behind him, and let the car slip by before he and his cows stepped back into the main thoroughfare for their jaunt from the barn to pasture. The driver had Swiss plates and a business suit. Someone in a rush to make money, he surmised, while he headed out to his fields to seal his own financial fate in several plastic bags.

			He crossed the street, with the boss cow and her entourage following. Then he stepped aside and let her lead the herd—she knew where she was headed—while he waited for the inevitable straggler, gave her a firm slap on the haunch, and watched her leap forward to catch up with the rest. Günther then sprinted along the edge of the paved bike path and past the last of the ambling cows to the pasture gate, where the cows were calmly filing in before rushing to the new strip of ungrazed grass that he had opened up earlier that morning. His portable electric fencing allowed him to carefully manage his small pastures, maximizing their regrowth and nutritional value by giving the cows access to fresh grass every day but preventing them from overgrazing any one spot.

			A cow’s milk production is directly correlated to what she eats, and what she eats depends upon the farmer’s management. There was only one thing more important to Günther than fresh grass: high-quality hay. Fresh grass in lush pastures made him money, but good hay meant survival. For his livestock, it was the bridge between seasons; for his family it was the difference between a healthy future and financial ruin.

			Günther made his way up to where his neighbor’s new apple trees bordered one of his hayfields. Were it not for the apple trees on one side and the hay meadow on the other, the boundary between the two parcels probably wouldn’t be discernible to the ordinary passerby. He had just cut the leafy mixture of grasses, legumes, and other broad-leafed herbs. It was a task he usually enjoyed, watching the diverse green bounty fall to the ground in tidy swaths and feeling like he had winter under control. Most years he would pass through each hay meadow three times. Although it varied by year, the first cut tended to have more grasses and carbohydrates while the latter cuts usually had more legumes and higher protein levels. With the variety of cuttings, Günther could give his cows, calves, steers, and other livestock what best fit their nutritional needs. The one thing that couldn’t vary, however, was whether the hay was pesticide-free.

			It was that concern that had slowed his stride and distracted him in his chores all morning. He made his way up through the hayfield, kicking the toppled grasses and legumes to check their dryness, wishing that this year’s crop would give him the age-old sense of security he’d always known before. He walked toward to his first sampling location, shaking his head with frustration at the laughable 10-foot (3 m) buffer between his hay and the outer row of apples, a distance that was supposed to protect his hay from his neighbor’s pesticides.

			He knelt down to collect the first sample and put it in one of the sterile plastic bags he’d brought with him. He was nervous enough about the results, but to make matters worse, he had to pay 250 euros per bag (about $300 at the time) out of his own pocket simply to have each bag tested for pesticide residues—pesticides used by someone else.

			He felt like he was gathering the tea leaves for his entire future and sending them off to a white-coated technician who would place them in a laboratory cocktail and read them before sending him a verdict on the future of his farm. Whether or not he could make sense of the analysis when it came was another question. He was accustomed to dealing with tons, hectares, and liters, but “parts per million” and “tolerances” were things he and other organic farmers had always intended to avoid.

			Hay had long been the linchpin of Tirolean agriculture. Günther describes it as “the most important thing that we have here.” Whereas some other areas of the South Tirol have higher levels of protein in their hay, the Upper Vinschgau is comparable to a semiarid steppe region, with a diversity of herbs stemming from the dry substrate. Those herbs create what Günther and others there consider pastures and hay meadows of an exceptional quality that are essential to the healthy livestock of the region. If he lost his organic certification due to a confirmation of pesticide residues in his hay, he would lose more than his feed. He would also have to give up his farm and the traditional farming practices that were the foundation of the local culture. And he would simply be the first domino to fall.

			Any sense of solitude in the Alps usually comes by way of feeling diminutive in the presence of mountains. In a small Alpine village, however, one seldom feels alone. But when Günther answered the phone on that fateful day and heard the voice of the toxicologist deliver the results of his hay sample analyses, he had never felt quite so isolated, despite being in the middle of the village that had nurtured him for his entire life. There was no silver lining in the report. Every sample that he had sent in had tested positive for residues of multiple pesticides. He’d been kicked and rammed around by cattle his whole life, but he’d never been knocked breathless by a phone call. The follow-up email detailing the results only added to the darkening reality.

			The lab results might have been conclusive, but Günther felt like they generated more questions than answers. How was he going to explain the results to his neighbors who had sprayed the pesticides? What was he going to do with the contaminated feed? What substances were detected and what did they mean for the health of his animals and his land?

			Günther spent the rest of the day and most of the night on the phone and sending out emails. Even if it was unclear to him at the time, this was the first sign that his life as a dairy farmer was about to change, and he was about to be dialed into more people and networks than he’d ever imagined. Phone calls, emails, and letters were about to fill every narrow crevice of his daily schedule, and the village’s image of him as the gangly young farmer with the ever-present hat would soon include him holding his cell phone to his ear.

			However, none of the conversations helped alleviate the feelings of isolation and fear. If anything, the consequences of the analyses were becoming ever clearer, even if they were bewildering. His first call after receiving the results was to his certifier at Bioland, the organic cooperative to which he belonged. He’d long believed that the membership fees he paid to the cooperative were ultimately an investment in the betterment of his own farm. It wasn’t simply a contractual relationship. Bioland also held farm tours and seminars and offered a social network for farmers who too often felt like they were going it alone in their farming ventures. Günther was about to find out if Bioland also provided a safety net for its members.

			It didn’t feel so positive at first. His certifier at Bioland informed him that in order to keep his organic certification—the keystone to his farm’s economic success at the moment—he would have to dispose of the entire first cutting of hay that he’d harvested in areas adjacent to the new orchards. Winter had never looked bleaker.

			However, summer seemed just as bad. He would have to take samples from his next two hay harvests, too, and it seemed all too likely that they would also test positive. To boot, he would have to pay for even more analyses while also buying organic hay from another farmer at a premium price, if anyone had any surplus for sale. It was a coveted commodity.

			Finally, there was the ironic reality that illuminated the absurdity of the whole situation. In order to maintain his certification, he had to dispose of the tainted hay crop and document that it had left the farm. He actually had to find a buyer for it—someone who would take the hay, despite the fact that it contained pesticide residues. Ordinarily he would walk out of his house and be down at the local bar, the Gasthaus Lamm, to have a drink to commiserate with his friends. For the time being, though, he had to figure out his best course of action. A turf battle in a small town is guaranteed to get personal, but to Günther the issue seemed much bigger than him alone. And if it didn’t get resolved now, in a good way, he was sure that it would turn into an ugly battle that would stretch far past his generation.

			The people of Mals had just elected a new young mayor who seemed much different from the usual politicians in the South Tirol. Günther decided to reach out to him first to see if he had any insights. Little did he know that he was inviting the mayor to join him in careening down a path that neither could have expected—in fact, it would turn out to be a path that no town had ever gone down before.

			A striking but soft-spoken figure, Ulrich Veith—known by most locals as Uli—isn’t anyone’s image of a stereotypical mayor. Perfectly comfortable in a crisp Italian suit and fashionable footwear, he can play the part of mayor in traditional table-and-chair ways. However, he seems most at home when he is casually walking the streets of Mals, greeting virtually everyone he bumps into with a fitting salutation, be it in Tirolean dialect, Italian, or on one knee, for the smallest of his patrons.

			Though he’s in his midforties, Uli’s trim physique and casually groomed wavy hair give the impression that he is a decade younger. His slightly bronze, fit appearance isn’t an artifice created in a spa but rather on the hiking paths, bike trails, and ski slopes in and above Mals, often in pursuit of his super-athlete wife, Marian, with their young son in tow. Neither unaware of custom nor flippant about cultural expectations, Uli is nonetheless just as likely to appear at an appointment in fashionable athletic wear as he is in a suit. He always seems ready to take advantage of the best that Mals has to offer in year-round outdoor activities—or perhaps he is in constant training to keep up with Marian, an avid rock climber and mountain biker who is at least as nontraditional in her mother-athlete role as Uli is in politics.

			After more than a decade of traveling the world for business, Uli had returned to his native Mals with no real political aspirations—in fact, he was not even registered with a political party at the time. He did, however, have a deep desire to see the Upper Vinschgau make its way forward into the twenty-first century, building upon the best the region had to offer. That desire eventually led him to a victorious run for mayor of Mals in 2009, and he was eager to represent his townspeople as well as he possibly could. So when Günther called to set up a meeting about a problem he was having, Uli immediately invited him to his office in the town hall.

			You would be hard-pressed to find a better measure of contrasts in Mals than Uli and Günther. Günther will show up to almost any function in a T-shirt, work pants, and heavy leather farm boots, while Uli will appear looking fresh and dapper, if not aerodynamic, in his perfectly tailored suit or formfitting running outfit. Günther’s handshake will feel like he’s about to squeeze milk out of your four fingers while Uli’s firm but uncallused squeeze is a testament to his habit of making acquaintances from all walks of life. In a moment of uncertainty, Günther might run his hand over the tingle of his buzz cut while Uli slips his hand through his wavy hair during a pensive pause. Günther will insist that he can speak only Tirolean dialect and high German while Uli will shift fluently between both before jumping in with English or Italian.

			But they always shared one thing in common: a deep passion for what they both dubbed a sustainable future for Mals. Before long, they would both add another descriptor to the future they envisioned for their town—healthy.

			Dairy farmers don’t tend to embrace politicians or meetings very readily, but as far as he could tell, Günther had limited options for people who would comprehend the full scope of the dilemma, much less have the means to help address the looming issues. When he met with Uli, he described the problem as succinctly as he could, framing it as not just his issue but a quandary facing all of the 5,300 citizens in the eleven villages of the Mals township.

			With the small field sizes that dominated the Mals landscape—usually just a few acres—and the renowned Vinschgerwind, the legendary wind of the valley blowing for days or weeks at a time, the drifting of pesticides applied by any single farmer onto other farmers’ fields was inevitable. In addition, with the town’s waterways, bike paths, playgrounds, and schoolyards in such close proximity to fields that might be converted to intensive fruit production, the health of the people and the environment was in peril.

			Mals was going green but the future was looking gray, at best. With organic farms, traditional grain growing, bike touring, agritourism, herbal products, and even the region’s first organic hotel all in the works and on the rise, an influx of pesticide-dependent fruit “plantations” could mean the collapse of so many collective dreams.

			Günther was adamant: Farmers should be able to manage their farms the way they wanted to, but only up to the point at which their decisions negatively impacted others. If the situation he faced was just the beginning, which certainly seemed to be the case, then any hope of Mals being the last regional bastion of sustainable and diversified agriculture seemed doomed.

			Uli concurred and agreed to help find a solution. Neither quite realized what they were agreeing to. They were about to challenge the way things were done not just in the orchards and vineyards of the South Tirol but also in the ballot box. Stirring things up is a messy business.

			CHAPTER 2

			Roots of a Rebellion

			Fully armed and having traded the burden of hand-forged armor and mail for impenetrable rubber, I was a battle-ready American mercenary, waging war to protect the bounty of a medieval castle in Italy. Located on the crumbling edge of a promontory sticking out over the entrance to the Vinschgau Valley, Brunnenburg Castle has maintained the ideal position to keep an eye on what is happening below since the thirteenth century. With its commanding view and southern exposure atop a heap of glacial till, it’s also an
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