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Impact of home gardening and
nutrition education in a district
of rural India

Sir ± Dietary surveys conducted among poor
people in rural areas of India show a
qualitative deficiency of micronutrients, in
particular iron, calcium, vitamin A, riboflavin
and folic acid. We were involved in a
feasibility study on home gardening as a way
of combating vitamin A deficiency con-
ducted by the National Institute of Nutrition,
Hyderabad, whose three-year project in two
districts of Andhra Pradesh in south India
showed a significant increase in the number
of households growing b-carotene-rich fruits
and vegetables (1). The Institute asked the
Dangoria Charitable Trust to continue with
the project in Medak district. This we did
with financial support from the Department
of Science and Technology, Government of
India, by extending the practice of home
gardening and by increasing nutrition edu-
cation for mothers and schoolchildren.

Ten villages took part in the original
study, and a further eight were added for the
second phase. Seeds and seedlings were
initially supplied free of charge to interested
households, with priority being given to
those with pre-school children. Villagers
were later encouraged to buy seedlings from
local nurseries raised by villagers, mostly
women. Seed banks of annual plants were
established for free distribution. Culturally
acceptable vegetables, both perennial and
seasonal, were promoted: various green leafy
vegetables such as amaranth and spinach,
Basella alba (a perennial creeping spinach), the
leaves of Moringa oleifera (``drumstick'') and
Cassia sophera (a wild shrub), and carrots; also
b-carotene-rich fruits such as papaya and
mango.

Demand was stimulated for these
nutritious vegetables and fruits by home
visits, discussions with groups of mothers,
slide shows, and cookery demonstrations of
how they could be incorporated into tradi-
tional recipes such as pancakes, lentil soup
and weaning gruel. Initial enthusiasm was
weak, probably because the chosen varieties
were not considered to be prestigious
enough to warrant much attention. The

concept of home gardens was poorly
accepted to start with, most families prefer-
ring to raise both seasonal and perennial
varieties in their fields. The free seedlings
often died from neglect because of the
scarcity of water and destruction by birds and
ruminants. However, after some persuasion,
many households are now raising plants in
their backyards in very little space, using
waste water.

After the National Institute of Nutrition
project, 42% of households had started
growing one or more of the above-
mentioned varieties of perennials and 85%
were growing the seasonal varieties (1). At
the end of our three-year extension project,
95% of households had started growing
perennials and 86% seasonal varieties.

Schoolchildren were involved in the
project through health and nutrition
lessons. Information on their eating
habits was obtained through dietary
diaries, which they were required to keep
and discuss at school. Because of the
combination of different grades in many
rural schools, children often participated
in classes on nutrition for all three years.
The children's knowledge of nutritional
deficiency diseases and foods rich in
micronutritients improved remarkably,
and most teachers mentioned that they
had also benefited from the classes.
Efforts to raise gardens in school grounds
were not successful except in two
schools, though children were often
responsible for buying seedlings and
tending them at home. In the final survey,
84% of parents said they had received
messages from their children about the
advantages of growing and consuming
the vegetables and fruits that were being
promoted.

Though some impact on the inci-
dence of Bitot's spots was seen in pre-
school children, home gardening alone
may not be enough to eradicate vitamin A
deficiency in communities where the
incidence is high, and complementary
measures may need to be considered,
such as selective medication or food
fortification. Breastfeeding is continued
beyond the age of one year by 90% of the
mothers in our study area. Nutrition

education had a favourable impact on
mothers' knowledge of nutrition and on
the inclusion of fruit and vegetables in
weaning foods, but more efforts need to
be made to correct certain erroneous
beliefs about food taboos and nutritional
practices during pregnancy. n
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