
lzanesh Fasha is a housewife in B’ the lndibir region of Ethiopia. 
Much of her dav is taken UD with the 
preparation ofkemuse, the steple diet of 
the area. This bread is made from the 
fibres of enset. the “false banana” tree. 
The process&fermenting, grinding and 
cooking this starchy food involves long 
and tedious hours of labour, and the 
product is a poor quality food, very low 
in protein. 
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In many ways Bizanesh Fasha is 
typical of rural women in the Third 
World, most of whom must spend a 
large part of each day -often starting 
before sunrise - in the preparation of 
basic food. The reason is simply that 
governments of developing countries, 
in their all-out efforts to increase food 
production, have too often overlooked 
one vital factor: the conditions under 
which the food is used in the home, 
especially in the rural areas. 

Agricultural policies have tended to 

Biraneih Faiha bakrngthe dadybiead 

concentrate on increasing cash cmps 
and the development of food proces- 
sing industries - often with an eye to 
potentially lucrative urban and export 
markets. This has resulted in relatively 
little attention being paid to the real 
needs of the rural people, especially 
women. Yet in some developing coun- 
tries as much as 90 percent of the 
people live in rural areas, and most 
families must strive simply to maintain 
self-sufficiency in staple food crops 
such as maize, cassava and sorghum. 

Also, until recently little research has 
been done on these traditional crops, 
and this, combined with the emphasis 
on cash crops for exports has resulted 
too often in a shortage of staple foods. 
To compensate for this, governments 
must import grains such as wheat and 
rice for sale in the rural areas. The 
wheat is often used to bake bread, and 
the rice is already threshed ready to 
cook -a convenience to be sure. But 
while this may reduce the drudgery of 
preparing meals, such foods are more 

g expensive and not always readily ac- 
0 cepted by the local people, nor do they 
: provide a balanced diet when eaten as 
; the staple. 

# There are more encouraging trends in 
mm regions, however. Women have 
begun to specialize in growing more of 
the local foods for sale at rural markets. 
To increase their incomes, they often 
market such foods partially processed 
or even ready-cooked. This is a rapidly 
growing practice in many developing 
countries. It provides rural women with 
extra income without changing the 
traditional diet or farming practices. 
These women are pioneers, developing 
new and improved food processing and 
marketing systems in the rural areas. 
They deserve more support in their 
efforts to find new ways to become 
self-reliant and improve their way of 
life. 

In Africa neighbourhood mills for 
grinding local grains such as sorghum, 
millet and maize, are available in many 
rural market towns. They are a great 
help to the women who formerly had to 
prepare flour by hand, but they also 
have their drawbacks. Poor quality 
grain brought by one family may 
contaminate the qualify grain brought 
by another. Spices and additives used in 
their grain by one ethnic group may not 
be palatable to others using the same 
mill. 

Such trends are a clear indication that In Maiduguri, Nigeria, an experimen- 
is is important to determine priorities at 
the grassroots level in any attempt to 

tal milling system has been developed 
with the support of the IDRC that has 
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modernize food utilization systems. 
Although it is initially a costly process, 
government assistance is essential to 
raise standards of food processing at 
rural markets. Such assistance can 
contribute to theevolution and modern- 
ization of traditional food marketing 
systems for the majority of the people. 
The export market may be appealing, 
but rarely does the cash realized go to 
provide food to meet local demand.The 
resulting scarcity of staple foods di- 
minishes the confidence of the rural 
people, and hinders the development of 
modern marketing and storage systems. 

Some governments have already 
taken steps to ensure the production of 
staple foods and develop standards that 
are applicable to local needs. Systems 
of weighing, grading and pricing, how- 
ever simple, are important in order to 
determine what consumers want, and to 
maintain steady supplies ai acceptable 
price levels. Control of hygiene in the 
processing and preparation of food is 
also important to protect the health of 
the consumers. 

To further develop and evaluate food 
utilization systems ~ and io ensure the 
right kind of modernization - it is 
necessary to study the day-to-day 
routine in rural households, particularly 
the processing and cooking of food. 

Information on local trends can be 
obtained, for example, at clinics where 
mothers bring their babies for check- 
ups and weighing, at schools where 
snacks or lunches are provided, in 
group consultations with families, and 
through demonstrations and discus- 
sions with women’s associations. Such 
in-depth studies provide a basis for 
large-scale statistical studies to indicate 
the most promising approaches for 
improvement. 

The availability of appropriate food 
processing technology is an impofiant 
motivating force. Many new ideas and 
techniques come from the rural women 
themselves, and much could be gained 
by an exchange of such information 
between communities, countries, even 
between continents. In Eastern Java, 
Nigeria and Zaire different products are 
prepared from cassava using various 
simple home processing techniques. 
Many diverse countries might find they 
have a lot in common when it comes to 
food utilization systems. 



overcome many of these problems. It is 
government controlled with specific 
standards developed as a result of local 
consumer preference studies. 

The mill has standard equipment for 
cleaning, dehulling, milling and sieving 
local grains, but remains labour inten- 
sive. The quality of the flour is main- 
tained by tests in an adjoining kitchen, 
where experiments are also conducted 
in the preparation of noodles and fried 
snack foods using simple hand tools 
that can be easily adapted by local food 
vendors. Composite flours are also 
being tested to promote local grain 
production. 

The project is being closely watched 
by other African countries facing similar 
problems, and the Centre has recently 
published a booklet on the first phase of 
the Maiduguri Mill Project (IDRC-TSZ). 

In the Philippines the tedious dehul- 
ling and processing of cowpeas to make 
flour and paste for various food pro- 
ducts has been greatly reduced through 
research at the University of the Philip- 
pines, Los Batios, supported bythe IDRC. 
Further tests are being carried out to 
adapt the techniques for use in rural 
homes and to meet consumer prefer- 
ence. Cowpeas are also widely used in 
Africa, but processed entirely by hand 
and by simple grinding equipment. An 
exchange of information and ideas 

between Africa and the Philippines 
could therefore be valuable to enhance 
the useofthis nutritious food crop. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of 
the food problem is malnutrition. In the 
Third World, diseases resulting from 
dietary deficiency and poor food 
hygiene are widespread and must be 
corrected in the home where the 
problem originates. To reach a scat- 
tered rural population requires an in- 
novative, integrated approach: promot- 
ing improved hygiene and adequate 

basic diet, by developing appropriate 
technologies, crop management sys- 
tems and better storage and processing 
techniques. 

The Ethiopian Nutrition Institute is 
the focal point for improving the food 
and nutrition problems in that country. 
A high protein composite flour pre- 
pared from local grains and soya called 
faffa has been developed and is distri- 
buted throughout Ethiopia as a dietary 
supplement for children. The chief 
nutritionist at the Institute is in close 
contact with the Agricultural Research 
Centre, where the agronomist in charge 
of sorghum research has discovered 
high lysine genetic material amongst 
someofthe original traditional sorghum 
species. With IDRC support researchers 
are surveying the country to retrieve this 
material to use in breeding high- 
yielding, high-protein crops. Lysine is 
one of the essential amino acids often 
deficient in grains but found in protein 
from animal sources. Also in Ethiopia, 

triticale - a new high-yielding, high- 
protein grain which flourishes at high 
altitude - is being tested in rural 
households to find out if its handling 
qualities are acceptable and compara- 
ble with the indigenous grains in the 
preparation of enjera bread. These 
household tests determine the type of 
laboratory tests required to overcome 
the specific problems identified by local 
women. This close liaison between the 
nutritionist, the agronomist, and the 
housewife is a good example of the 
team approach required to improve 
food utilization systems. 

A similar approach was taken in the 
Caquera project in a remote rural area 
of Colombia. Here, with IDRC support, 
an integrated rural development pro- 
gram was established in which re- 
search, education and training took 
place in the farmers’ fields and in their 
kitchens, supported by the more formal 
institutions of government and univer- 
sity extension and research cenires. 

The challenge to governments, uni- 
versities and other centres of higher 
education is to train young people to 
work directly with the rural population. 
People who will be sensitive to the 
culture and capable of using modern 
science and technology to help the 
people solve their problems for them- 
selves. 

This is the need: to adapt new and 
appropriate systems of technology to 
age-old practices of farming and food 
preparation, and to assist the small 
farmer by concentrating more on staple 
crop production, processing and trade. 
This would not only reduce the destruc- 
tive drudgery that now must be endured 
by millions of women like Bizanesh 
Fasha, it would also provide more food, 
more variety and better nutrition for the 
vast majority of people in the develop- 
ing world. 0 
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