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Nicasio rancher uses rabbits to change the world
By Rob Rogers
Marin Independent Journal

Posted: 12/13/2010 05:40:03 PM PST

In her many journeys to Haiti during the past year, Myriam
Kaplan-Pasternak witnessed January's 7.0-magnitude
earthquake, a devastating hurricane, a cholera outbreak that has
claimed more than 1,300 lives and riots protesting the results of
last month's presidential election.

Yet Kaplan-Pasternak, who received the Presidential Volunteer
Service Award last week for her four years of work with the
Farmer-to-Farmer program, has never stopped believing in the
ability of the Haitian people to restore their country.

"I was there with my two daughters and husband when (the
earthquake) happened, and while it was a challenging
experience, I had hoped it would become a great starting point
from which Haiti could rebuild," Kaplan-Pasternak said. "Haiti
has always had the ability to unite people, and in this case, they
had the opportunity to unite the whole world around them. And
they have. They've made quite a bit of progress."

The U.S. Agency for International Development created the Farmer-to-Farmer program in 1986
as a way to promote global food security by passing knowledge from agricultural experts in the
United States to farmers in developing and middle-income countries. Kaplan-Pasternak, 50,
was one of 18 people in the Farmer-to-Farmer program to receive the volunteer service honor
this year.

Members of the program contacted Kaplan-Pasternak, a Nicasio veterinarian and rancher, for
advice on something

she knows well: raising rabbits.

"I have a family history with rabbits," said
Kaplan-Pasternak, who manages a herd of
about 4,000 rabbits at her Nicasio ranch.
"My grandmother in France raised rabbits,
and my mother liked cooking them."

To Kaplan-Pasternak, and to members of
Makouti Agro Enterprise, the Haitian
business that became her partner, rabbits
seemed like the ideal foundation for helping
Haiti's small farmers launch businesses.

"Not everybody has a knack for farming, and
there are always risks," Kaplan-Pasternak
said. "If a pig dies, it's a huge loss to a small
farmer, and it can be hard for him to start
over. Rabbits are easier to replace. And
they're not competing with humans for food

-- they eat the green leaves, grasses and banana peels that humans have no way of digesting.
They're a high-quality source of protein that's leaner and lower in cholesterol than most meats."

Kaplan-Pasternak had no difficulty convincing the Haitian farmers with whom she worked that
raising rabbits could be profitable. After all, her own rabbits are in high demand on the tables
of Marin County and San Francisco restaurants. But few of the farmers she met were willing to
eat rabbit themselves -- until disaster struck.

"When I started, only 1 percent of the producers admitted to eating rabbit. They were in it for
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the money," Kaplan-Pasternak said. "But with the hurricanes of 2008, many of the rabbits died,
and the farmers ate them. They developed a taste for it. Now consumption among the
producers is up to 70 percent."

Kaplan-Pasternak has helped to train about 400 farmers during the past four years, and she's
pleased with the changes she's seen -- in particular, that about 78 percent of the children of
rabbit farmers attend school. That's a big improvement over the national average of 50 percent,
she said.

Yet the program has also suffered setbacks, as Haiti has endured one catastrophe after another.

"It's been heartbreaking for me to see Haitians lose their resiliency," Kaplan-Pasternak. "The
entire country is suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. There's not much more they can
take without the chance to recover emotionally and start rebuilding."

To aid those efforts, Kaplan-Pasternak has used the nonprofit agency she manages, D.G.
Educational Services -- traditionally a fundraising arm for the summer camp she and her
husband operate -- to collect donations for Haitian relief efforts. The Pasternaks have worked
with several Bay Area restaurants to host fundraising dinners for Haiti, generating more than
$60,000 in aid.

"At the minimum, those dinners are raising awareness," said Mark Pasternak, Myriam's
husband, who has supported his wife's efforts -- even when it means watching her put herself in
harm's way.

"I've been concerned, but comfortable," Pasternak said. "I trust my wife -- we have a similar
vision and passion -- and I think she's very capable of determining the best thing to do in a
difficult situation."

Kaplan-Pasternak wants to do more. She's hoping to convince the Farmer-to-Farmer program
to sponsor a visit by Haitian farmers to Marin County, where they'll have a chance to interact
with other local farmers and ranchers.

"I'd like to bring some of the people I work with in Haiti here to Marin so they can see what is
possible," Kaplan-Pasternak said. "Marin County offers wonderful examples of fresh, local food
production and an integrated community of farmers and markets working together to support
each other. To have my Haitian colleagues here would be an incredible opportunity for them."

Contact Rob Rogers via e-mail at rrogers@marinij.com
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