The Role of
Traditional and
Indigenous

Knowledge

in Combating
Malnutrition in
Rural India

Traditional and indigenous knowledge plays a crucial role in combating malnutrition
in rural India by providing nutrient-rich, locally sourced foods and sustainable
agricultural practices. Despite its potential, challenges like erosion of knowledge,
limited market access for indigenous crops, and stigma surrounding traditional foods
hinder widespread adoption. Solutions such as educational programmes, market
interventions, public awareness campaigns, and integration with modern nutrition
programmes are vital for overcoming these barriers. By reviving traditional practices
and promoting climate-resilient crops, India can create a sustainable, culturally
relevant approach to improving the nutritional status of its rural population.

fDr. Akanksha Jain

alnutrition remains a significant public health

concern in rural India, where a considerable portion

of the population struggles with food insecurity,

limited access to healthcare, and inadequate

nutrition. Despite rapid modernization and the
influx of global food practices, traditional and indigenous knowledge
has the potential to play a vital role in combating malnutrition. This
knowledge, passed down through generations, is rooted in the local
culture, environment, and food practices that have sustained rural
communities for centuries.

* The author is a Assistant Professor (Food and Nutrition; Food Technology), Bhagini Nivedita College, University of Delhi;
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There is a dire need to highlight the importance
of traditional and indigenous knowledge in combating
malnutrition in rural India. By leveraging the time-tested
practices alongside modern nutritional interventions,
India can develop more sustainable and culturally
relevant strategies to improve the nutritional status of
its rural population.

Traditional and indigenous knowledge plays a crucial
role in combating malnutrition in rural India, where it is
deeply intertwined with local cultures, environments,
and food practices.

Nutrient-rich Diets Rooted in Tradition

» Balanced nutritional intake: Traditional diets in
rural India often include a variety of locally sourced
foods, such as millets, pulses, vegetables, fruits,

and herbs, that are rich in essential nutrients. These
foods provide a balanced intake of vitamins, minerals,
proteins, and dietary fibre, helping to address both
macronutrient and micronutrient deficiencies.

Example: In Karnataka and Maharashtra, the
consumption of millets like ragi (finger millet) and
jowar (sorghum) is common. These grains are high in
calcium, iron, and dietary fibre, making them especially
beneficial in combating malnutrition among children

and women.

* Health benefits of indigenous foods: Many
indigenous foods have been recognized for their health
benefits. For example, leafy greens and wild edibles are
often rich in micronutrients such as iron, vitamin A, and
calcium.

Example: In Odisha, tribal communities consume a
variety of wild leafy greens, like amaranth and drumstick
leaves, which are rich in iron and help in reducing
anaemia, a common issue among rural populations.

Food Security Through Sustainable Agricultural Practices

\

* Resilient farming techniques: Traditional
agricultural practices are often more resilient to
environmental changes and are crucial for ensuring
food security. Techniques such as crop rotation,
intercropping, and organic farming maintain soil fertility,
support biodiversity, and provide a stable supply of
nutritious food.

Example: In the tribal regions of Madhya Prades:
and Chhattisgarh, mixed cropping and agroforestn
systems are common. These practices not only provide
a diverse diet but also protect against crop failure,
ensuring food availability throughout the year.

* Promotion of indigenous crops: Indigenous
crops like millets and pulses are drought-resistant
and require fewer inputs, making them ideal for
cultivation in arid and semi-arid regions. These crops
are not only nutritious but also contribute to food
security by thriving in challenging environmental
conditions.

Example: In Rajasthan, bajra (pearl millet) is a staple
crop that is well-suited to the dry climate. It is rich in
iron and dietary fibre and plays a vital role in the diet of
the rural population, particularly during droughts when
other crops may fail.

Cultural Relevance and Acceptance

* Integration with local traditions: Traditional food
practices are closely linked to local customs, festivals,
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and religious rituals. This cultural relevance ensures that
such practices are widely accepted and easily integrated
into daily life, making them effective in improving
nutritional outcomes.

Example: In Kerala, the traditional use of medicinal
plants like turmeric and ginger in cooking is part of
the cultural heritage. These spices are known for their
anti-inflammatory and immune-boosting properties,
contributing to better health and nutrition.

* Preservation of traditional knowledge: The
continued practice of traditional diets and food systems
helps preserve indigenous knowledge, which is vital
for future generations. This knowledge includes not
only the use of specific foods but also the methods
of preparation and preservation that maximize their
nutritional value.

Example: In the northeastern states, traditional
methods of fermenting foods, such as bamboo shoots
and fish, enhance their nutritional profile by increasing
the availability of certain nutrients and promoting gut
health.

Adaptability to Local Environments

* Climate-resilient food systems: Indigenous
knowledge includes strategies for adapting to local
environmental conditions, such as selecting drought-
resistant crops, conserving water, and using organic
fertilizers. These practices are crucial in maintaining
food production in the face of climate change, which
disproportionately affects rural areas.

Example: In the arid regions of Gujarat, traditional
water management systems like the stepwells and
rainwater harvesting techniques are used to support
agriculture, ensuring a stable supply of food crops even
in dry conditions.

= Utilization of wild foods: Many rural communities
rely on wild foods that grow naturally in their
environment. These foods, which include fruits, nuts,
tubers, and leafy greens, are rich in nutrients and
provide a crucial safety net during periods of food
scarcity.

Example: In Jharkhand, tribal communities gather
wild mushrooms, berries, and tubers, which are high
in essential nutrients. These foods play a significant
role in the diet, particularly during lean seasons when
cultivated crops are not available.

Sustainable Environmental

Stewardship

Food Systems and

* Conservation of biodiversity: Traditional farming
practices promote biodiversity, which is essential
for a resilient food system. By cultivating a variety of
crops and using traditional seed-saving methods, rural
communities contribute to the conservation of genetic
diversity, which is crucial for food security and nutrition.

Example: In Tamil Nadu, the practice of saving and
exchanging indigenous seed varieties, such as traditional
rice strains, helps maintain agricultural biodiversity. These
varieties are often maore nutritious and better adapted to
local conditions than high-yield commercial crops.

* Low environmental impact: Indigenous
agricultural practices often have a lower environmental
impact compared to modern industrial farming. They
typically rely on organic inputs, avoid chemical fertilizers
and pesticides, and prioritize soil health, leading to

more sustainable food production.

Example: In the Sikkim Himalayas, traditional
farming practices like shifting cultivation (jhum) are
managed in a way that allows the land to regenerate,
maintaining soil fertility and ensuring the long-term
sustainability of the food system.

Health Benefits and Disease Prevention

* Medicinal properties of indigenous foods: Many
traditional foods have been used for their medicinal
properties, contributing to the overall health of rural
populations. These foods are often rich in bioactive
compounds that help prevent and manage chronic
diseases.

Example: In Andhra Pradesh, the use of tamarind
in daily cooking is widespread. Tamarind is rich in
antioxidants and has been traditionally used to treat
digestive issues and manage blood sugar levels,
contributing to better health outcomes in rurzl areas.

= Traditional dietary practices and gut health:
The inclusion of fermented foods in traditional diets
supports gut health, which is increasingly recognized
as vital for overall nutrition and immunity. These foods
help in the absorption of nutrients and protect against
gastrointestinal infections.

Example: In Nagaland, fermented soybean (axone)
is a staple food that is rich in protein and probiotics. It is
traditionally prepared and consumed in various forms,
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contributing to the gut health and nutritional well-being
of the local population.

Empowerment and Gender Roles in Nutrition
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* Women as custodians of traditional
knowledge: In many rural communities, women
are the primary custodians of traditional and
indigenous knowledge, particularly in relation to
food production, preparation, and preservation.
Empowering women to utilize this knowledge is key
to improving household nutrition.

Example: In Rajasthan, women play a central role
in maintaining traditional kitchens and managing food
resources. Initiatives that support women in growing
kitchen gardens have led to improved family nutrition,
as they can cultivate a variety of vegetables and herbs
for daily consumption.

* Role in maternal and child health: Traditional
knowledge is particularly important in the context
of maternal and child health, where it can be used to
address specific nutritional needs during pregnancy,
lactation, and early childhood.

Example: In Uttar Pradesh, traditional practices
involve the use of special postpartum diets, including
foods like sesame seeds, jaggery, and ghee, which are
believed to aid in recovery and improve lactation. These
practices contribute to better health outcomes for both
mothers and infants.

Community-led Initiatives and Knowledge Sharing

* Revival of traditional foods through community
efforts: Community-led initiatives are playing a vital
role in reviving traditional food practices, particularly
in areas where they have been neglected or forgotten.
These efforts are crucial in combating malnutrition by
reintroducing nutrient-rich foods into local diets.

Example: In the tribal areas of Odisha, community-
led initiatives have focused on reviving the cultivation
and consumption of traditional millets like kodo and
kutki. These initiatives, supported by local NGOs and
government programs, have led to improved nutritional
outcomes, especially among children.

* Knowledge sharing and capacity building:
Traditional and indigenous knowledge is often shared
through community networks, festivals, and social
gatherings. This communal approach to knowledge
dissemination ensures that valuable practices are
passed on to younger generations and adapted to
modern contexts.

Example: In the Northeastern states, traditional
festivals like Bihu in Assam and ChapcharKut in
Mizoram serve as platforms for sharing knowledge
about traditional foods and agricultural practices. These
events help reinforce the cultural importance of these
practices and encourage their continued use.

Integration with Modern Nutritional Interventions

* Complementary role in government
programmes: Traditional knowledge can complement
modern nutritional interventions by providing
culturally appropriate and locally sourced solutions
to malnutrition. This integration enhances the
effectiveness of government programmes and ensures
their sustainability.

Example: In Karnataka, the integration of
traditional foods like millets into the Mid-Day
Meal Scheme (PM-POSHAN) has been successful in
improving the nutritional status of school children.
This approach not only provides essential nutrients
but also promotes the consumption of these
traditional foods at home.

* Incorporation into public health campaigns:
Public health campaigns that promote traditional diets
and food practices can effectively address malnutrition
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POSHAN Abhiyaan
(National Nutrition
Mission)

To improve nutritional outcomes
for children, pregnant women,
and lactating mothers.
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In Madhya Pradesh, Anganwadi centres are
promoting the use of traditional foods like jowar and
bajra in children’s meals to combat malnutrition.

Encourages the inclusion of local
grains and traditional foods in
daily diets for vulnerzble groups.

Van Dhan Yojana

To promote livelihood
opportunities through value
addition of forest produce by
tribal communities.

In Jharkhand, tribal communities are processing
wild fruits and leaves to make nutrient-rich products
like mahua, tamarind, and moringa powders.

Boosts traditional knowledge of
forest resources while enhancing
food security and income.

Pradhan Mantri Matru

Vandana Yojana (PMMVY)

Provides financial support to
pregnant women and lactating
mothers for their first live birth.

In Rajasthan, local campaigns encourage the
inclusion of indigenous grains like millets and
pulses in maternal diets.

Enhances nutritional support
for pregnant women through
traditional foods.

Rashtriya Krishi Vikas
Yojana (RKVY)

Supports the holistic
development of agriculture
and allied sectors, including
traditional crops.

In Odisha, farmers are incentivized to grow
traditional varieties of rice and millets, improving
the availability of these nutrient-dense crops.

Provides financial support for
farmers growing indigenous
crops, increasing their presence in
rural diets.

Mahatma Gandhi National

Provides employment for rural

In Uttarakhand, MGNREGA workers are

Encourages the cultivation of

mothers.

Rural Employment households while promoting employed to create irrigation facilities for millet | traditional crops by improving
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) | sustainable agriculture, farming, preserving traditional agriculture. agricultural infrastructure.
Integrated Child Provides supplementary In Gujarat, ICDS centres incorporate local Promotes the consumption of
Development Services nutrition to children under 6, traditional recipes such as khichdi made from traditional, nutrient-rich foods
(Saksham Anganwadi) pregnant women, and lactating | millets and pulses. in supplementary nutrition

programs.

National Food Security
Mission (NFSM)

Ensures food security through
increasing the production

of pulses, millets, and other
nutritious crops.

In Karnataka, NFSM promotes the cultivation
of indigenous pulses and finger millets (ragi) to
improve dietary diversity.

Helps revitalize the production
and consumption of traditional
crops crucial for nutrition.

Mid-Day Meal Scheme
(PM POshan SHAkt
Nirman)

Provides nutritious meals to
school children.

In Tamil Nadu, local schools serve millet-based
meals in mid-day programs, improving children’s
access to traditional foods.

Integrates traditional foods
into school nutrition programs
to enhance dietary quality for
children.

National Medicinal Plants

Promotes the cultivation of

In Chhattisgarh, traditional medicinal plants like

Encourages the use cf traditional

traditional food practices and
livelihoods.

like yam and cassava, which are nutritionally
important for tribal diets.

Board (NMPB) medicinal plants for health and | amla and giloy are used in community nutrition | medicinal plants for nutritional
nutrition. programs. and therapeutic purposes.

Tribal Sub-Plan (TSP) Provides focused attention to In Andhra Pradesh, the TSP supports tribal Strengthens traditioral food
tribal communities, supporting | farmers in cultivating traditional tuber crops systems by supporting the

cultivation of indigenous crops in
tribal areas.

combat malnutrition.

The Government of India has asked all states to
adopt Shree Anna Abhiyan model of Odisha for
promotion of millets, pulses and oilseeds.

Eat Right India Campaign | Aims to promote healthy, In Kerala, local campaigns under the Eat Right Raises awareness about the
sustainable diets by encouraging | India initiative promote the consumption of importance of traditional foods
local, seasonal, and traditional jackfruit and banana-based dishes. for a balanced, nutritious diet.
foods.

Pradhan Mantri Krishi Focuses on improving irrigation to | In Maharashtra, PMKSY supports the cultivation | Enhances the viability of traditional

Sinchayee Yojana (PMKSY) | support sustainable agriculture, of traditional rain-fed crops like sorghum by agriculture, ensuring the cultivation
including traditional crops. providing better irrigation facilities. of nutrient-dense crops.

Millet Mission (2023 Promaotes the cultivation and In Chhattisgarh, the Millet Mission promotes the | Revives the production and

declared International consumption of millets to consumption of traditional millets like koedo and | consumption of traditional

Year of Millets) enhance food security and kutki, integrated into public distribution systems. | millets, which are rich in essential

nutrients.

»  Shree Anna are included under the Poshan Abhiyan of the Ministry of Women and Child Development. Further, the Ministry
of Food and Public Distribution has revised its guidelines to increase the procurement of Shree Anna under the Targeted Public
Distribution System (TPDS), Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) and Mid-Day Meal.

»  Ministry of Food Processing Industries (MoFPI) has implemented the Preduction Linked Incentive Scheme for Food Processing
Industry for Millet-based products (PLISMBP) during 2022-23 to 2026-27.

»  In continuation to the efforts towards mainstreaming Shree Anna, a ‘Millets Experience Centre (MEC)’ has been opened at Dilli
Haat, INA, New Delhi with an aim to raise awareness on Shree Anna and encourage its adoption among general public.In order
to encourage consumption of Shree Anna among government employees, all Government offices have been advised to include
Shree Anna snacks in departmental trainings/meetings and Shree Anna based foed items in departmental canteens.

>  DA&FW has also installed vending machines for Shree Anna preducts through National Agricultural Cooperative Marketing Federation of India (NAFED) to
various Ministries/Departments. Shree Anna and its products have been identified as One District One Product (ODOP) in 19 districts of 10 States.
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while preserving cultural heritage. These campaigns
can raise awareness about the nutritional benefits of
indigenous foods and encourage their adoption.

Example: In Maharashtra, public health campaigns
have highlighted the benefits of consuming local
foods like bhakri (millet flatbread) and varan (lentil
stew) as part of a balanced diet. These efforts have
led to increased awareness and consumption of these
nutritious traditional foods.

The traditional and indigenous knowledge, passed
down through generations, offers sustainable and
culturally appropriate solutions to nutritional challenges.
The importance of traditional and indigenous knowledge
deeply embedded in local cultures and environments,
offers sustainable and effective solutions to nutritional
challenges. By preserving and promoting these practices,
rural communities can achieve better health outcomes,
ensure food security, and build resilience against the
impacts of climate change. Integrating traditional
knowledge with modern nutritional interventions and
policies is essential for creating a holistic approach to
combating malnutrition in India’s rural areas.

Various governmental programmes/schemes aim
to integrate traditional and indigenous knowledge
into the fight against malnutrition by promoting the
cultivation, consumption, and distribution of nutrient-
rich traditional foods in rural areas. Strengthening these
programmes with a focus on educating communities,
improving market access, and preserving local
knowledge can further enhance their effectiveness in
combating malnutrition.

While traditional and indigenous knowledge holds
significant potential in combating malnutrition in rural
India, several challenges hinder its widespread use.
Overcoming these challenges requires a multi-pronged
approach involving education, market development,
public health campaigns, and cultural rebranding. The

existing government schemes can be further leveraged
by integrating traditional knowledge into nutrition
programs, empowering communities to reclaim their
food heritage for a healthier future.

Challenges in Incorporating Traditional and Indigenous
Knowledge in Combating Malnutrition in Rural India

* Erosion of traditional knowledge: The rapid
modernization of agriculture, migration to urban
areas, and the influence of Western diets have led
to the gradual loss of traditional knowledge in rural
India. Many younger generations are unaware of
the nutritional value of indigenous foods as they
shift towards processed and packaged foods. There
has been a significant shift from the consumption
of millets and pulses to wheat-based products. This
change has contributed to rising cases of malnutrition
and lifestyle-related diseases.

Solution: Reviving traditional knowledge through
education and community initiatives is crucial. Schools
and local NGOs can introduce programs to document
and teach traditional practices related to nutrition and
food preparation. In Karnataka, the reintroduction of
millets in school meals has indicated success in reviving
interest in these nutrient-rich foods.

* Lack of market access for indigenous crops:
Farmers who grow indigenous crops like millets, pulses,
and local vegetables often face challenges in accessing
markets. These crops may not be as profitable as cash
crops like rice or wheat, leading to reduced cultivation
of indigenous varieties.

Solution: Government interventions are needed
to improve market access for indigenous crops. For
instance, the government’s initiative to include millets
PAN India in public distribution systems (PDS) and TPDS
can create demand for these crops. Encouraging local
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food festivals and direct farmer-to-consumer markets
can also help.

* Stigma and perception of traditional foods: In
many rural communities, traditional foods are sometimes
viewed as ‘poor man’s food’ and are stigmatized,
especially among younger generations. This perception
hampers the wider acceptance of indigenous foods
despite their nutritional benefits.Example: In urbanized
regions of Andhra Pradesh, traditional dishes like ragi
mudde (finger millet balls) are often avoided by the
youth, who prefer fast food or polished rice.

Solution: Public awareness campaigns that promote
the health benefits of traditional foods can help shift
perceptions. Celebrity endorsements and government
initiatives like the Poshan Abhiyaan can promote the
benefits of these foods, making them more appealing.

* Lack of integration with modern nutrition
programs: Many government nutrition programs focus
on providing fortified foods or supplements rather than
incorporating traditional foods that are locally available
and culturally relevant. This disconnect reduces the
impact of these programs in rural areas.

Solution: Programs like the PM POSHAN in Tamil
Nadu, which now incorporates local grains like millets,

should be replicated nationwide. A greater emphasis on
sourcing locally available traditional foods will not only
improve nutrition but also support local economies.

* Climate change and environmental degradation:
Climate change and environmental degradation pose
a significant challenge to the cultivation of traditional
crops, which are often more resilient but still affected
by erratic weather patterns, soil degradation, and water
scarcity.

Solution: Promoting climate-resilient traditional
crops through government incentives, research, and
agricultural extension services can help. Projects like the
Millet Mission in Odisha focus on improving traditional
agricultural practices while ensuring sustainability and
resilience to climate change.

Thus, incorporating traditional and indigenous
knowledge in addressing malnutrition in rural India
offers sustainable and culturally appropriate solutions.
However, overcoming challenges like modernization,
market access, and stigma requires targeted efforts.
Reviving traditional food practices through education,
promoting market access for indigenous crops, and
integrating these foods into government nutrition
programs can enhance their impact. Q
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