Scientists find lifesaver for India – rice that doesn't have to be cooked

By Andrew Buncombe in Delhi
hursday, 17 September 2009
It sounds too good to be true. But if Indian scientists are correct, hundreds of millions of people across the subcontinent could benefit from a specially-developed strain of rice that "cooks" simply by being soaked in water.

Experts at the Central Rice Research Institute (CRRI) in Orissa who have developed the grain were inspired by so-called soft rice, or komal saul, that grows in the north-east Indian state of Assam. Traditional recipes call for such rice to be soaked overnight in water, then eaten with mustard oil and onions.

Until now, these low-yielding grains have not grown outside the north-east, but the scientists at CRRI have managed to develop a hybrid of a traditional soft rice with a high-yielding variety of regular rice. The result has been called Aghunibora.

The institute's director, Dr TP Adhya, said field trials of the new hybrid were already positive, suggesting that it could be grown in different climates across India. "This is the first time soft rice has been grown anywhere else," he said. "We are testing it now and it is growing here in Orissa where the humidity is very high and the temperature range is higher than in Assam."

The aim, he said, was to produce a grain that would allow people across the country to prepare the rice "simply by putting it in water". In a country where malnutrition remains rampant, the grains could prove a crucial weapon against hunger. For all of the advances made by India's economy since the liberalisation of the early 1990s, the country has a third of the world's malnourished children.

A report by the UK-based Institute of Development Studies said that while India's GDP per capita grew by an average of 4 per cent between 1980 and 2005, the percentage of underweight children under three fell from just 52 to 46 over the same period. 

"Normally, we expect economic growth and improved nutrition to go hand-in-hand but at the current rate India will not reach the Millennium Development Goal – to reduce the number of people suffering from hunger by 50 per cent by 2015– until 2043," the report said. "By failing to reach this target, the Indian government is condemning a further generation to the brain damage, poorer education and early death that result from malnutrition. 

***   NOTICE:  In accordance with Title 17 U.S.C. Section 107, this material is distributed, without profit, for research and educational purposes only.   ***
Notes from Joe Naumann:
Cooking in rural India involves the burning of wood or, in the absence of wood, of dried “patties” of cow manure.  Over the centuries, India’s forests have been stressed from people cutting down trees for firewood.  Reducing the demand for firewood would allow for greater regeneration of forests.
If cow manure is used for cooking, it is not available for use as a relatively free fertilizer (India has more cattle than any other country in the world).  This might reduce, somewhat, the need to purchase chemical fertilizers.

Much of India has climates that are warm enough that fuel isn’t really needed to provide heat, so using less fuel for cooking would benefit the forests, reduce agricultural costs somewhat, and reduce carbon emissions into the atmosphere.
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