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Measuring Up 

Carisma holds promise as a low-GI 
variety appealing to the health 
conscious 

By Paul Harrison 

CONTRIBUTING WRITER 

hen producer EarthFresh 

announced earlier in  

2016 that it would bring 

Carisma to Canada, consumers 

were excited by the prospect of a variety 

that elicits a low glycemic index 

response, making it suitable for the health 

conscious and those with diabetes. 

The Glycemic Index (GI) is a way of 

rating the effect a food has on a person’s 

blood glucose, and has been used since 

the early 1980s. Those foods with high GI 

ratings elevate blood sugar glucose and 

lead to peaks and troughs in energy, blood 

sugar and insulin. Conversely, author and 

dietitian Jane Dummer said, “Low GI 

foods help prevent heart disease and 

diabetes and possibly obesity.” 

 
 Some  experts  question  the  

accuracy of the Glycemic Index, but the 

mainstream media has touted its 

importance for years. This has negatively 

affected sales of high-GI produce, 

including potatoes, which range from a 

medium GI response for floury varieties 

to a high GI response for waxy ones. 

Carisma, however, offers a solution. 

“What’s unique about Carisma is that it 

has 15 grams of carbohydrates (per 150 

grams) and a low glycemic response. So, 

it’s an option for people who want to have 

low GI, such as diabetics,” Dummer said. 

While consumers are just learning 

about Carisma, to breeders it’s nothing 

new. It’s been available for years.  

“(Carisma was originally) bred by 

Agrico, a breeder in the Netherlands, and 

is grown, produced and sold in the 

Netherlands by its breed name Almere,” 

said Tom Hughes, president of 

EarthFresh. 

In 2010, Agrico began working with 

Sydney University, which is active in 

low-GI research. Sydney University had 

been searching for a low-GI potato for 

years. When Agrico introduced them to 

Almere, the university leapt on the 

chance to introduce it to Australian 
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markets. It was soon being grown and 

sold by Mitolo Group under the 

trademarked name Carisma.  

“They trademarked it Carisma because 

they presumed there would be varieties 

coming down the road with better 

characteristics than Almere,” Hughes 

said.  

By using the trademarked name, Mitolo 

Group would not be stuck with Almere 

should a superior variety be found, 

though Hughes estimates it will be at least 

10 years before a better variety hits the 

market. 

From Australia, Carisma caught the 

attention of organizations and growers in 

Canada, where diabetes has been a 

pressing issue for years.  

“Diabetes cost the Canadian health care 

system and economy $11.7 billion in 

2010, and costs will rise to $16 billion by 

2020,” said Eugenia Banks, potato 

specialist at the Ontario Ministry of 

Agriculture and Food. “It is estimated 

that over 50 percent of type 2 diabetes 

could be prevented or delayed with 

healthier eating and increased physical 

activity. Low glycemic index potatoes, 

such as Carisma, would play an important 

role in a well-balanced diet that should 

reduce the risk of diabetes 2 

development.” 

North American distribution rights 

were soon secured by EarthFresh, a 

Canadian produce company specializing 

in supplying the foodservice and retail 

industries with premium potatoes, carrots 

and onions. “EarthFresh started originally 

in 1963 as a potato trader called McKay 

and Hughes,” Hughes said. “It became 

EarthFresh in 2000 and then came under 

my ownership in 2009. That’s when we 

were able to make a lot of changes and 
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In trials and grower reviews, Movento 
® 
 insecticide delivers proven protection against a broad 

spectrum of above-ground pests, including aphids, psyllids and mites. Plus, a foliar application of 

Movento protects against below-ground pests like nematodes and wireworms, with movement 

throughout the plant to protect the parts pests seek most. With Movento as part of your ongoing 

pest management program, you’ll have stronger, healthier plants that produce a higher quality crop. 

For more information, contact your retailer or Bayer representative or visit www.Movento.us.
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What's unique about Carisma is it only has 15 grams of carbohydrates per 150 grams. This variety is a good alternative for people who want to eat  



foods that are low on the GI. 
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got involved in plant breeding. We were a partner in a company called Potato Seed Solution, a breeder in Idaho, and we 

were the founder of a company called SunRain Varieties LLC, a company that goes around the world securing varieties for 

North America.” 

Despite that experience, EarthFresh couldn’t have predicted the response it would get when announcing it had secured 

the rights to Carisma.  

“Within seven days of launching Carisma’s PR program, we reached 15 million impressions (online and in various 

media),” Hughes said. “Our phone was ringing off the hook. We had news agencies turning up on our doorstep unannounced, 

people hitting up our site asking where they can buy them, people showing up at our door, where we do not sell it.” 

Though an exciting time for EarthFresh, Hughes said being involved with Carisma is not all glitz and glamour. A low-GI 

potato for health-conscious consumers demands meticulous care, and Carisma’s production and distribution process is an 

arduous one.  

“We select the best soil with the best irrigation capabilities. We do soil testing before we plant the crop so we know which 

fertilizers to use. And we try to take a very proactive approach to growing the crops,” Hughes said.  

THE KEY TO A GOOD CROP?  
“You have to have all the right elements to start with before you put the potato in the ground.” 

Equal care is taken when the potato is harvested.  

“We go right from the field right to the consumer. We don’t put the product into storage because we want to make sure 

that the integrity of the potato is maintained.”  

And, Hughes said, each crop is tested by GI labs at the time of harvest to verify its glycemic characteristics. 

These considerations have led to a slow but positive roll-out.  

“In Ontario, low volumes of Carisma potatoes are being rolled out in select Longo’s, Sobeys and Whole Foods stores,” 

Banks said. “The good news is that, according to the manager of the Ontario Potato Board, Carisma is selling well.” 

Depending on seed yield, Carisma will be grown in Alberta, Manitoba, Quebec, Prince Edward Island and the United 

States in 2017.  



“We’re going to start producing the potato in the U.S. in March,” Hughes said. “Florida will be the first place. Then 

Arizona. Then Texas. Then Michigan.”  

Currently, however, EarthFresh is waiting on government approval to sell in the United States.  

“It took us four years of testing to make sure we were (on the right terms) with the government before we released it in 

Canada. It’s the same in the U.S.,” Hughes said. 

From all accounts, Carisma is a variety in high demand, a variety Hughes himself sees as the potato industry’s equivalent 

of an A-list celebrity.  

“It’s pretty exciting for us,” he said. “When you’re in the potato business, you look for any type of excitement.”  

 


