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by motivated scientific communities, and concerned

organizations, driven by health issues, climate change
and development concerns. Diversity is not new. Didn’t
we all learn the food pyramid of a balanced diet in school?
Agricultural science has long taught the value of on-farm
diversity to improve soil health; to manage outbreaks of pests
and diseases; and to avoid livelihood destruction in extreme
climates.

Recently there has been a renewed global call for diversity

Despite this, consumers are feeding on what is recognized as

a ‘globalized diet’ - dairy products, cereals, refined cereals,
refined sugars, refined vegetable oils, fatty meats, salt, and
combinations of these foods." FAO has noted that the diversity
of cultivated crops has declined 75% during the 20th
century.? A recent article in the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the USA notes that national food
supplies worldwide have become more similar, reflected also by
a global increase in supply of key cereals while there is a global
decrease of other cereals and crops.®

This is depicted well in Table A that shows which crops have
increased or decreased in their significance, using their calorie
contribution relative to all the other crops. Dominant crops
include wheat, rice and some oil crops. Crops which faced the
biggest decline are sorghum, cassava and millets. Pulses are
also in the group of declining crops.
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Table A Change in relative contribution of crops to our diet (in regards to
calorie intake).

(Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences USA?)

Increasing homogeneity in global food supplies and the implications for
food security)
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The report also points out that although the number of crops
available to consumers in a country has generally increased,
these are of minor significance. At the global level there is,
instead, a narrowing of the diversity of crops that play a major
role in our diets. One reason for this trend is globalization and
preference for Western diets.

One downside of this preference for Western diets is a rise

in the incidence of diabetes, heart diseases and obesity. The
American Journal of Clinical Nutrition1 reports that in most
Western countries, diet-related chronic diseases represent
the single largest cause of morbidity and mortality. There

is evidence showing that these diseases are not due to one
element of the diet, e.g. high saturated fats, but from the entire
diet, along with genetic susceptibility and environmental factors.
This prompts us to seriously reconsider our diet preferences
tending towards homogeneity. After all the word diet is derived
from the Greek word diaita which meant way of living.

Could the answer be to move back to some traditional diets?
We know that legumes are high in protein and rich in calcium,
iron and zinc, folate and provitamin A.* Nutri-cereals like millets
are highly digestible, gluten free, have a low glycemic index,
high in antioxidants and micro nutrients, with, for example, pearl
millet having the highest iron and zinc of any cereal grain.®
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Scientists inspecting new varieties of Pearl Millet at the experiment station
at the headquarters of the International Crops Research Institute for the
Semi-Arid Tropics in India. Millets are a nutri-cereal high in micronutrients
and naturally drought tolerant that may save many farmers in the harsh
drylands being further impacted by climate change.
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To reverse this dangerous trend of a narrow and over-
processed diet it is necessary to promote diet diversity
and change the image of lesser known crops. Legumes are
commonly seen as the poor person’s protein. A recent survey
undertaken in Malawi, by the International Potato Centre,
identified that a third of the respondents would eat less sweet
potato if they became richer. This indicated that sweet potato
was associated with being poor and changing perceptions was
an important part of crop development.®
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Dr Said Salim, former ICRISAT Regional Director for East and Southern
Africa providing advice on how to harvest pigeonpeas to a farmer in Malawi.
Legumes like pigeonpea are high in protein so when combined with cereals
like millet, provide a balanced mix of nutrients.

On my recent trip to Mali and Niger, very strong traditional millet
eating countries, | was surprised that millet was never on the
menu or served. Each person | asked, independently answered,
“Oh that’s what they eat in the villages.” An international NGO

| met there was providing mid-day meals for children at school
and wanted to use millet because of its high nutritional value
and is a traditional crop that grows well in the area. But the
children and parents argued against millet being served as they
wanted the more popular rice meal - a trend which was already
strong in the city and now being emulated in the villages. The
NGO was in a difficult situation as they did not want the meal
they provided to be the least nutritious meal of the day.

The ‘image’ of crops runs deep even among farmers. It is
a status symbol among some farmers to be growing what
is considered to be a modern crop like maize, rather than a
traditional crop like millet.

Quinoa has made the leap from a village crop to the latest
‘must have food’ due to a new wave of global attention to its
nutritional value making it modern and trendy. This raises the
danger that the traditional farmers in poor countries are selling
quinoa that they once ate and using the extra income for less
healthy foods. Rising popularity has also meant higher quinoa
prices making it unaffordable for the poor:”

An FAO reports points out that small-scale farmers produce

over 70% of the world’s food.® We will not have enough food
to feed the growing world population if we do not care
about these smallholder farmers - their wellbeing, health,
fair share in the value chain developments and sustainable
livelihoods.

For sustainable solutions we need to:

e Build awareness of the value of eating more diverse and
nutritious foods;

e Change the image of highly nutritious traditional foods to
being a more modern food;

e  Revive and invest more in the research and development of
nutri-cereals, legumes and root crops, that in comparison
to other major crops, have been left behind;

e Channel more efforts and support into developing the
whole value chain from farming to new products and
market development of these ‘revived’ crops;

e  Ensure that smallholder farmers in developing countries are
partners and benefit from these efforts; and

e Understand more about the nutritional aspects including
bioavailability of the nutrients of these crops, and factors
affecting this.

The necessary shift to a more diversified diet and agricultural
system will not happen through niche marketing. Niche
marketing will only continue the trend of more diversity within
countries but will not change the stronger dominance of the
major crops globally. It will happen only by changing mindsets
of consumers as well as the industry. For the sake of the
health of our future children and the planet, we need a
revolutionary change in our diets - a switch to ‘Smart
Foods’ that are good for you and good for the planet.
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