
In India, an ancient grain is revived for the 

modern era 

Why We Wrote This 

In a world marked by rising inequality and a destabilizing climate, the farming practices of 

yesterday can offer a glimpse of a better tomorrow. 
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Two ways to read the story 

¶ By Anne Pinto-Rodrigues Correspondent  

ñYou must meet my 10-year-old son,ò beams Pavitra, a subsistence farmer in Thottampatti, a 

village in Tamil Nadu, Indiaôs southernmost state. ñHeôs as tall as I am.ò  

She credits her sonôs stature and her familyôs good health to millets, which they eat daily. ñWe 

havenôt been to the hospital in a long time,ò she says.  

Pavitra, who belongs to Indiaôs marginalized Dalit community, became convinced of the high 

nutrition value of millets after attending several meetings of the Womenôs Collective, a 
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nonprofit that works with more than 10,000 small farmers in the drought-prone state to promote 

food security using millets. 

About these ads 

She began cultivating the grains in 2015 and now grows four kinds ï finger, pearl, barnyard, 

and foxtail ï on her 4.5-acre plot of dry land, along with corn, cotton, groundnut, as well as 

several vegetables and legumes. The food is more than enough to feed her extended family of 

seven year-round.  

Sheelu Francis, one of the founders of the Womenôs Collective, notes milletsô resilience to 

drought and climate change. It is less sensitive than wheat, she says, to rising temperatures, and 

a kilogram (2.2 pounds) of millets requires just 250 liters (66 gallons) of water, compared to 

more than 10 times that for rice. The grains also have a shorter growth cycle than wheat or rice, 

and they can be stored for up to three decades.  

 

 

America the fearful: What follows summer of unrest? 

 

ñWe see millets as the answer to the looming food, water, and climate crisis,ò says Ms. Francis. 
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Courtesy of Bettada Budadha Thota Natural Farm A stalk of finger millet, known as ragi in 

several parts of India. 

  

Seeds of change 

Native to Africa and Asia, millets are members of the grass family, Poaceae, a sprawling taxon 

that includes staple crops like corn, wheat, rice, as well as bamboo, sugarcane, and Kentucky 

bluegrass. In the past, millets fed the masses of poor and disadvantaged people in India, 

particularly the Dalits, the lowest rung of the countryôs caste system.   

That changed in the 1960s, when the so-called Green Revolution replaced traditional farming 

practices and indigenous seeds with pesticide-and-fertilizer-intensive agricultural techniques 

and hybrid wheat and rice seeds. But now, climate change is prompting experts and authorities 

to recognize the hardiness and resilience of this ancient grain.  

Cultivating millets has been transformational for the small, landless farmers of the Womenôs 

Collective. In addition to achieving food security and financial independence, about a thousand 

female farmers have become landowners, and nearly 700 are now practicing collective farming 

on leased land, between six and 10 members per collective farm. Some 1,300 now have a credit 

card. 

Ms. Francis says that women have taken over governance in at least 75 villages. ñWe are 

organizing ourselves, educating ourselves, and fighting for our rightful place in society,ò she 

says. 




