Future of Grain Science Series
The Contribution of Indigenous Small Grains to
Food Security, Nutrition, and Health in South

Africa

Nomusa R. Dlaminil,2 and Muthulisi Siwela3

1Corresponding author. E-mail: nrdlamini@csir.co.za and nomusand@gmail.com; Tel: +27 12 841
3097; Fax: +27 12 841 4790.

2Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR): Biosciences, PO Box 395, Pretoria 0001, South
Africa.

3University of KwaZulu-Natal, Private Bag X 01, Scottsville, Pietermaritzburg 3209, South Africa. E-
mail: Siwelam@ukzn.ac.za; Tel: +27 33 260 5459; Fax: +27 33 260 6270.

ABSTRACT

Cereals form a major component of diets around the world; the most commonly consumed
cereals include wheat, rice, maize, and barley. In tropical and semiarid regions of Sub-
Saharan Africa and Asia, however, “small grain” cereals such as sorghum and millets
contribute significantly to food security, nutrition, and health. These grains are drought
tolerant and will grow in marginalized areas where other cereals will not thrive. They also
are gluten-free and contain higher levels of minerals (e.g., iron, calcium, and zinc) than
more commonly consumed cereals. In addition, research is increasingly showing that
consumption of these grains and their products contributes to improved health and
wellness due to their phytochemical content, which includes phenolic compounds with high
antioxidant activity. Antioxidants reduce oxidative stress and have anticancer, anti-
inflammatory, and antihypertensive properties. Sorghum and millets also contain resistant
starches that are digested more slowly, leading to a slower release of glucose into the
bloodstream, which is an important aspect for the management of diabetes. Despite their
potential nutritional and health benefits, production of commercially grown small grain
crops is not significant in South Africa compared with production of maize and other cereal
crops. There is huge potential for the South African food industry to process indigenous
small grain cereals into value-added food products that will contribute to consumer health
and wellness.



