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Helping the hungry feed themselves well through being good stewards of God’s amazing resources 

Vitamin A in Uganda 
 

A very rich man has donated $40 million to an Australian university to breed 
bananas rich in Vitamin A for Uganda.  They claim that within 5 years they 
will have done their job so well that 2 bananas of this ‘super-food’ a day will 
provide enough Vitamin A for a child.   
 
Vitamin A performs several important functions in our bodies and one of the 
most obvious early symptoms of a deficiency is night blindness where 
people find it more difficult to see as night approaches.  Not only can this 
lead to total blindness, but for babies forming in the womb it can impair development.  It also reduces 
the ability to cope with sickness and therefore is reflected in a higher death rate.   

Bananas are an important food in Uganda, especially for people around the Lake Victoria region.  They 
have an amazing collection of about 238 different kinds of bananas, but especially the cooking kind that 
often provides their main food.   Many of these kinds couldn’t be eaten raw so some are quickly roasted 
as snacks, others are boiled as a main food and others are used to dip in soups to soften them or also 
used to make beer.  People have their favourite kinds that they like to grow and eat.  Different kinds suit 
different soils and have varying levels of resistance to diseases and pest attack. 
 
Vitamin A is an oil-soluble Vitamin that from plants needs to be converted 
from a form called proVitamin A.   Thankfully, Uganda has at least 58 
different edible plants that can be used to extract oil.  Probably the most 
well liked and well known is African oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) but it is 
one of many.  Other oil producing seeds and nuts in Uganda include plants 
such as sunflower, sesame, African breadfruit, olive, Niger seed, and 
Loofa seeds, so finding cooking oils is not difficult.  It can be squeezed 
and pressed out of the seeds and nuts.   A

fr
ic

an
 o

il
 p

al
m

 
E

la
ei

s 
g
u
in

ee
n
si

s 

B
an

an
a 

v
ar

ie
ti

es
 

Sunflower 
Helianthus annuus 

Sesame 
Sesamum indicum 

African breadfruit 
Treculia africana 

Niger seed 
Guizotia abyssinica 

Olive 
Olea europaea 

We need to 
learn to make 
better use of 

God’s amazing 
resources 



Of the 1,160 edible plants in Uganda, several are rich in proVitamin A.  Jute leaves (Corchorus olitorius) 
are tasty and popular and suit drier lower areas.  Lagos spinach (Celosia argentea) leaves suit more damp 
areas and is popular in Nigeria.  To overcome the bitterness they should be finely chopped before 
cooking and are best cooked with some other leaves.  Pumpkin and Choko leaves are popular and rich in 
Vitamin A.   Joyweed (Alternanthera sessilis) is a popular potherb growing naturally in most tropical 
places and there is always some amaranth leaves available, with 10 different species growing in Uganda.  
They are all rich in Vitamin A.  So a lovely stir-fried leafy vegetable dish (available at no cost!) could 
make a Vitamin A rich, tasty addition to any meal of cooked bananas.   

 
 

Now back to our bananas.   Can you conceive a more thoughtless strategy than reducing the bio-diverse 
richness of the 238 banana cultivars with all their inbuilt resistance because of the widespread variation, 
to one “superior” kind that people should eat because it is rich in Vitamin A?  Bananas are a fascinating 
group of plants where 2 original species have crossed and also developed increased numbers of 
chromosomes to give this fascinating, well adapted, and rich food source.  Some scientists have been 
accused of “reductionism” and I wonder why!   I still reflect on the banana collecting expedition in 
Papua New Guinea for CGIAR (now Bioversity International) with Susan Sharrock who is now head of 
Botanical Gardens Conservation International.  Papua New Guinea has 650 different kinds of bananas 
and even still has the original 2, of the seeded parents, from which the amazing range of banana cultivars 
has developed.  I dread the day when some well-funded scientists try to reduce this amazing richness 
and diversity and lose it all to history.   To think that they all do it in the name of Vitamin A deficiency!  

About 50 years ago when I was teaching High School 
science for 1 year there was a trendy book out about how 
to pick students’ inherent potential for “science” or the 
“arts”.  The first group reduced everything to one option, 
while the other group thought of diverse options.  Most 
of the extensive reviews and reports on the future of 
agriculture and dealing with food security and 
malnutrition thankfully have teams of highly informed 
people from a variety of backgrounds and professions.  
They all promote diversity, unless their agenda is how to 
make money from the world’s poor and undernourished.   
There is a fine line between manipulation and creating 
dependency.  When I went to Uganda to speak at a 
Christian conference, I was so pleased and relieved that the African speaker before me addressed this 
specific issue.  He suggested that God’s resources are adequate and that filling out funding applications 
was not the way for Uganda’s future!  It creates dependency.  As I was the follow-on speaker, people 
were amazed to realize how adequate local plants are for local conditions and good nutrition.   

With thanks for your interest, 

    Bruce 
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Celosia argentea 
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Burnie, Tasmania 7320 
AUSTRALIA 

 

 
Ph: +61 3 6432 1080 
Mobile: 0419 131 799 
Website: 
www.foodplantsinternational.com 


