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Millet to win it

Millets are widely considered a probable solution to battling not just food security issues, but
also lifestyle diseases.and. malnutrition. However, it’s still an uphill battle.to get the superfood
on people’s plates. What might'be the way forward? Meera Rajagopalan explores:.
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A millet by any other name

The generic name “millet” does not quite capture the
variety in these superfoods. Here are just a few varieties
of millets grown around the world.

Sorghum Kodo Millet
Pearl Millet Little Millet
Finger Millet
Foxtail Millet
Barnyard Millet

Proso Millet
Browntop Millet

However, my first foray into cooking healthy with
millets did not go down well. The millets I had planned to
make were not as easy to cook as rice, and I had no one to
tell me how te:cook it, simply because the millet tradition
had disappeared over one generation.

The players of this scene were clear: Rice was the
villain, oats was the benign foreigner, and then, millets
came on to the stage as the forgotten home-grown hero
who would eventually save the day. The scene is still
being played out in various parts of India.

Millets, which were part of the natural creps of
the region, have systematically been muscled out of
agriculture by the more attractive rice and wheat. In
India, the area under millet cultivation was down 63%
from 1978 to 2013. Little wonder then, that rice and ' wheat
dominate today’s plates of Indians.

The truth, as I found out after several half-used
packets of millets was this: one cannotamigrate to a
millet-heavy diet easily. Eventually, it all'boils down to
convenience.

Now or never

However, we might not have the luxury of
convenience for too long. With the ever-
increasing burden on our already parched and
over-fertilized land and bodies, solutions for
sustainable food solutions are being sought,
and diets examined worldwide. Millets are
emerging as a natural solution, loaded as they
are with minerals and importantly, for farmers,
are able to withstand drought conditions.

Millets are a group of small-seeded
grasses, mostly grown in semi-arid regions of
Africa and Asia. In 2016, 28.46 million tonnes
of various kinds of millets were produced
around the world, according to FAO estimates,
with more than 97% of the yield produced in
low-income countries. India accounts for 36%
of the world’s production.

However, the initial question remains:
How do you change diets of entire
populations?

Joanna Potaka, executive director of
Smart Food, an initiative by the International
Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid
Tropics (ICRISAT), is aiming big. The India-
Africa collaborative project aims to bring
traditional foods back as a staple food, to
diversify crops, and millets form a major part
of the initiative.

“Millets tick all the boxes,” says Potaka.
“When we say smart foods, we mean foods
that are good for you, good for the planet, and
good for the farmer.”

Part of their work has been in working
with the government at various levels: central
and state governments, who, Potaka says,
are creating an infrastructure that will help
support the scaling up of millet operations.

Anshuman Das, programme manager,
sector head for agriculture, and livelihoods,
Welthungerhilfe India, an organization
working in the space of rural development
around the world, says large-scale adoption
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