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Defining the Underdogs: What are Minor 

Vegetables? 

Minor or underutilized vegetables are 

those plant species that are either indigenous to 

India or have been cultivated for a long time 

but are not grown commercially on a large 

scale or traded widely. They are often adapted  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

to harsh local conditions, requiring low input 

for cultivation, making them resilient crops in 

the face of climate change. 

These vegetables are predominantly 

consumed by rural and tribal populations, who 

have cherished their nutritional and medicinal  

 

 

 

 

INDIA'S HIDDEN HARVEST: UNVEILING THE NUTRITIONAL POWER 

OF MINOR VEGETABLES 

Shreya Basak1, Shubham Kumar2 and Radheshyam Dhole3 

 

Shreya Basak1, Shubham Kumar2 and Radheshyam Dhole3 

1&2Research Scholars in Department of Horticulture,  
3Assistant Professor in Department of Entomology,  

Narayan Institute of Agricultural Sciences, Gopal Narayan Singh University,  

Jamuhar Sasaram, Bihar- 821305 

Abstract: - 

India possesses a vast natural treasury of minor, 

underutilized, and indigenous vegetables that have been 

integral to local and tribal diets for centuries. Often 

overshadowed by major commercial crops, these minor 

vegetables are nutritional powerhouses, significantly 

richer in vitamins, minerals, dietary fiber, and unique 

phytochemicals than their popular counterparts. This 

article highlights the critical role of these neglected crops 

in addressing micronutrient malnutrition (or "hidden 

hunger") and enhancing food security in the country. It 

explores their exceptional nutritional profiles, traditional 

uses, the need for systematic promotion, and the potential 

for their integration into mainstream agriculture and diets 

to secure a healthier future. 
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properties for generations. However, with the 

modernization of agriculture and dietary shifts 

towards commercially popular, often less 

nutritious, crops, the knowledge and 

consumption of these traditional foods are 

rapidly declining. 

Methodology: A Nutritional Treasure Trove 

Scientific research, though limited 

compared to major crops, consistently 

highlights the superior nutritional profiles of 

many minor vegetables. They are often richer 

in vitamins, minerals, dietary fiber, and health-

promoting phytochemicals than their well-

known counterparts. 

Key Nutritional Highlights 

 Micronutrient Powerhouses: Many 

underutilized leafy greens are 

exceptionally 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

exceptionally rich in Iron and Calcium, 

two minerals crucial for addressing high 

rates of anaemia and bone-related health 

issues in India. 

 Pro-Vitamin A and Antioxidants: They are 

typically abundant in Beta-Carotene (a 

precursor to Vitamin A), which is vital for 

eye health, immune function, and the 

prevention of deficiency-related blindness. 

They are also packed with antioxidants like 

polyphenols and flavonoids, which help 

fight oxidative stress and reduce the risk of 

chronic diseases. 

 Essential Fatty Acids: Some, like Purslane 

(Portulaca oleracea), have been identified 

as one of the richest vegetable sources of 

Omega-3 fatty acids (alpha-linolenic acid),  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prominent Examples and Their Values 

Minor 

Vegetable 

Common Name Nutritional Value/Benefit Highlight 

Moringa 

oleifera 

Drumstick Leaves 

(Moringa/Saragva) 

Widely lauded as a "miracle tree," its leaves are exceptionally rich 

in Vitamin A (Beta-Carotene), Vitamin C, Calcium, Potassium, 

and Iron. Some studies suggest Moringa leaves contain seven 

times the Vitamin C of oranges and four times the Calcium of 

milk. 

Basella 

alba/rubra 

Indian 

Spinach/Malabar 

Spinach (Poi Sag) 

Excellent source of Vitamin A, Vitamin C, Calcium, and Iron. 

Used traditionally for its anti-inflammatory and hepatoprotective 

properties. 

Momordica 

dioica 

Spine Gourd 

(Kakrol/Kantola) 

Rich in Protein and Iron, yet very low in calories. Valued for its 

anti-cancerous and antimicrobial properties. 

Ipomoea 

aquatica 

Water Spinach 

(Kalmi 

Sag/Kangkong) 

Highly beneficial for Iron deficiency and known for its use in 

treating liver problems in Ayurvedic medicine; aids in lowering 

cholesterol. 

Coccinia 

grandis 

(Ivy 

Gourd/Kundru): 

The leaves are an excellent source of Vitamin A and Vitamin C, 

and it has traditional uses in managing blood sugar. 

Portulaca 

oleracea 

Common Purslane 

(Kulfa/Noni Sag) 

Contains high levels of Omega-3 fatty acids and Vitamin C. Acts 

as a natural diuretic and is traditionally used to improve memory. 
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which are essential for cardiovascular and 

brain health—a rare find in terrestrial 

green leafy vegetables. 

 Protein and Fiber: Certain species, such as 

Winged Bean (Psophocarpus 

tetragonolobus) and Spine Gourd 

(Momordica dioica), offer significantly 

higher levels of plant-based protein and 

dietary fiber, aiding digestion and 

providing sustained energy release. 

The Ultimate Source of Unrecognized 

Nutrition 

The underutilization of these 

vegetables stems not from a lack of nutrition 

but from socio-economic and cultural factors. 

They are often considered 'poor man's food' or 

'famine food' because of their natural resilience 

and ease of growth in marginal environments. 

This perception, coupled with a lack of 

dedicated agricultural research, improved 

varieties, and formal market linkages, has kept 

them out of the mainstream diet, especially in 

urban areas. 

Health and Food Security Implications 

 Combating Malnutrition: Increased 

consumption of minor vegetables can 

directly address the severe 

micronutrient deficiencies prevalent in 

vulnerable groups, such as pregnant 

women and children. A simple shift 

from common vegetables to nutrient-

dense varieties like Drumstick leaves 

can significantly improve nutritional 

intake. 

 Climate Resilience: Since these crops 

are typically hardy and stress-tolerant 

(drought, pests), promoting them is a 

smart agricultural strategy for a 

warming climate, ensuring food 

security where major crops might fail. 

 Biodiversity Conservation: Focusing 

on these crops helps conserve India's 

vast agro-biodiversity. Relying on a 

limited number of major crops makes 

the food system fragile; diversity 

ensures stability. 

The Way Forward: Cultivation and 

Advocacy 

Methodology for Promotion 

1. Awareness and Education: Launching 

large-scale public health campaigns, 

especially in schools and rural 

communities, to highlight the superior 

nutritional value and easy cultivation of 

minor vegetables. 

2. Research and Development: 

Prioritizing government and 

institutional funding for research into 

developing high-yielding, improved 

varieties and standardization of 

farming practices for commercial 

viability. 

3. Market Integration: Creating value 

chains by linking smallholder and tribal 
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farmers directly to urban markets, 

supermarkets, and food processing 

industries. This provides an economic 

incentive for cultivation and makes the 

vegetables accessible to a wider 

population. 

4. Homestead and Kitchen Gardens: 

Encouraging the development of 

kitchen gardens, even in urban spaces, 

to ensure a regular, organic supply of 

these nutrient-rich foods at the 

household level. 

Conclusion: A Green Revolution Awaits 

India's minor vegetables are far from 

"minor" in their potential. They represent an 

untapped ecological and nutritional resource 

that offers a sustainable and cost-effective 

pathway to achieving nutritional security and 

improving the health of millions. Their 

resilience makes them "future smart crops" 

capable of withstanding the challenges of 

climate change, while their superior nutritional 

density makes them essential weapons against 

chronic malnutrition and lifestyle diseases. By 

shifting focus from solely calorie-centric 

staples to these micronutrient-rich, indigenous 

crops, India can foster a more diverse, 

resilient, and healthy food ecosystem. The 

time has come to value the biodiversity of our 

traditional food systems and recognize the 

extraordinary power packed into these humble 

greens and gourds. 
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