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GUJARAT NGO HELPS DISTRESSED FAMILIES GROW KITCHEN
GARDENS DURING COVID-19 PANDEMIC TO IMPROVE THEIR
NUTRITIONAL WELL-BEING

National Nutrition Week 2020 India: Gujarat based NGO Utthan has helped over 2,500 women in rural areas of Gujarat in setting up
‘emergency kitchen gardens’ in and around their house with an aim to provide nutrition security to over one lakh families as each woman
growing vegetables shares the produce with three other families

Written By: Barkha Mathur | Edited By: Sonia Bhaskar | September 3, 2020

New Delhi: The COVID-19 pandemic brought with it unprecedented challenges for
everybody but the worst of it is being faced by the economically vulnerable communities
who were already on the margin and living hand-to-mouth. The loss of daily wages due to
the lockdown and the inability to meet basic needs of food and nutrition led lakhs of
migrant workers to return to their villages. As they migrated back to their villages, the
added burden of feeding extra mouths back in the village further aggravated the existing
financial difficulties. In a cash strapped situation, most of the time families compromise on
their nutrition and restrict buying vegetables and fruits to prioritise other expenses. With
an aim to encourage people in rural areas to grow their own vegetables and eat healthy
without any extra cost, Utthan, a non-governmental organisation based in Gujarat started
setting up ‘emergency kitchen gardens' at the homes of families impacted by the COVID-
19 lockdown in Dahod and Bhavnagar district of Gujarat.

While speaking with NDTV about the initiative, Pallavi Sobti Rajpal, Deputy CEO of Utthan
said that the months of May and June provided favourable climatic conditions for the
growth of vegetables as monsoon was setting in. She said,
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“KITCHEN GARDEN KITS WERE PROVIDED TO OVER 2,500 FAMILIES ACROSS 53
VILLAGES IN DAHOD AND MAHISAGAR, TRIBAL DOMINATED DISTRICTS AND
BHAVNAGAR, A COASTAL DISTRICT. SIX TRUTHFUL VARIETIES OF SEEDS OF
OKRA, CLUSTER BEANS, BLACK EYED PEA, BOTTLE GOURD, BITTER GOURD,
SPONGE GOURD/RIDGED GOURD WERE PROVIDED TO THESE FAMILIES. THE


https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/category/nutrition/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/category/nutrition/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/category/nutrition/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/category/nutrition/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/category/nutrition/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/author/barkhamathur/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/author/sonia11/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/tag/covid19/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/tag/covid19/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/world-hand-hygiene-day-2025-hand-hygiene-tracker-89454/
https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/world-hand-hygiene-day-2025-hand-hygiene-tracker-89454/

< NDTV.com

RS. 350 EACH IS ADEQUATE FOR AROUND 1000-1500 SQUARE FEET OF LAND
AROUND PEOPLE’S HOMES. AN IMPORTANT COMPONENT OF THIS INITIATIVE IS
THAT EACH FAMILY MAINTAINING A KITCHEN GARDEN HAS TO SHARE THE
PRODUCE WITH THREE FAMILIES. THUS, IMPROVING NUTRITIONAL WELL-BEING
OF OVER ONE LAKH FAMILIES. IN THE NEXT PHASE WE ARE UPSCALING THIS TO
5000 MORE FAMILIES.”

She further said that the worst sufferers in families that have poor access to food are
women and girls, as the patriarchal practices in our country lead to prioritisation of feeding
the male members of the family. She said,
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“DURING THE INITIAL DAYS OF LOCKDOWN, WE IDENTIFIED A FEW ISSUES THAT
WERE GRIPPING THE RURAL AREAS OF GUJARAT. FOOD AND NUTRITION
SECURITY WAS FOUND TO BE A MAJOR ISSUE ALONG WITH LOSS OF
LIVELIHOOD, RESTRICTED MOVEMENT AND LACK OF ACCESS TO HEALTH
FACILITIES. THE FOOD RELIEF ANNOUNCED BY THE CENTRAL GOVERNMENT IN
TERMS OF RATION WAS ONLY CATERING TO THE NEEDS OF GRAINS ALONG WITH
WHICH ONLY 1 KG OF GRAM WAS BEING PROVIDED. THIS RELIEF ALSO CAME
TO MANY PEOPLE AT VILLAGE LEVEL QUITE LATE-TILL APRIL 20-25- BECAUSE
OF POOR CLARITY WITHIN THE ADMINISTRATION AND THE LOCKDOWN WHICH
CAUSED A SUPPLY CHAIN DISRUPTION IN VARIOUS DISTRICTS ESPECIALLY IN
THE TRIBAL AND COASTAL REGION. PEOPLE WHO WERE DAILY WAGERS WERE
THE WORST AFFECTED BY THIS. IN GUJARAT, THERE IS A CULTURE OF STORING
GRAINS AT HOME BUT IT IS DIFFICULT FOR THOSE WHO HAVE A HAND TO
MOUTH EXISTENCE EVERY DAY. ADDITIONALLY, THE SUPPORT ANNOUNGED
COVERS MERELY 15 DAYS OF GRAIN SUPPORT. ALSO, A FAMILY CANNOT
SURVIVE ONLY ON GRAINS. THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE TO BE FED IN THE FAMILY
ALSO INCREASED DURING THIS PERIOD DUE TO REVERSE MIGRATION. SO THE
PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM DOES FALL SHORT IN MANY WAYS.”

Ms. Rajpal added that the organisation’s field team provided trainings and conducted
various hands on sessions to one member of the family, mostly women on how to set up
the garden, sow seeds and take care of the plants. Ms. Rajpal highlighted at least 15 per
cent of these families are absolutely landless who opted to grow the garden on their
terrace or in sacks. The organisation has been monitoring each kitchen garden closely
through regular visits and also by involving the panchayat representatives. Since the
organisation has been working in Dahod and Bhavnagar districts for over four decades on
issues of livelihood, gender and agriculture, they have already gained the trust of the
people and built relationship with community leaders, women'’s Self Help Groups and
village development committees. These groups are instrumental in identifying the
marginalised and ensuring that families who grow kitchen gardens share the produce with
other families. Ms. Rajpal said,

66
“TILL NOW, WE HAVE RECEIVED ONLY POSITIVE FEEDBACK FROM THE FAMILIES.
ITIS SUCH A HEARTENING TO SEE HOW PEOPLE LIVING AT SUBSISTANCE LEVEL
ARE READY TO HELP EACH OTHER IN TIMES OF CRISIS LIKE THESE.”
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According to Ms. Rajpal, the rural areas of Dahod and Mahisagar which has a Scheduled
Tribes dominant population are dependent on migrant income, agriculture and animal
husbandry. In Bhavnagar didtrict, most people are dependent on daily wage work and
agriculture. While most men are involved in the diamond industry, women work as
labourers in the agriculture sector. However, with the imposition of the COVID-19
lockdown, almost all the daily wage workers and migrants lost livelihood. The villages have
seen an unprecedented return of almost all the residents. Many walked long distances
without food and water and hence got very sick, she said. Some who went back a second
time to find a source of livelihood when the country started easing the restrictions in June
are also back now after failing to find any work. Those involved in farming in these
districts are farmers with landholding smaller than one acre, said Ms. Rajpal. She further
said that these marginal farmers faced further cash crunch and food crisis because the
Rabi crop (wheat) could not be sold at fair prices in the market because of which some of
them could not sow kharif crop. With this, both the districts also witnessed a surge in
employment under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Generation Act
(MNREGA), said Ms. Rajpal.

“BOTH OF MY SONS WERE WORKING IN THE CITY, ONE AS RICKSHAW-PULLER
AND THE OTHER ONE AS A CONSTRUCTION WORKER. BOTH LOST LIVELIHOOD
DURING THE LOCKDOWN IN APRIL AND WE HAD TO BORROW ABOUT RS.
10,000 FROM MY SON’S PREVIOUS EMPLOYER FOR SOME EMERGENCY NEEDS
HERE AT HOME. FOR ABOUT TWO MONTHS, EVEN MY HUSBAND WHO IS FARM
LABOURER COULDN'T FIND WORK. SO ALL THREE OF THEM GOT ENROLLED
UNDER NREGA. EAGH OF THEM GETS AN INCOME OF RS. 224 PER DAY WHICH
WAS REVISED FROM RS. 198 BY THE STATE GOVERNMENT DUE TO THE
ECONOMIC CRISIS CAUSED BY THE PANDEMIC. THE WAGES ARE MINIMUM BUT
ENOUGH TO HELP US SUSTAIN HERE. WE ARE YET TO PAY OFF THE LOAN, SAID
WAHIDABEN, A 35-YEAR-OLD WOMAN FROM KONJDI VILLAGE OF MAHUVA
BLOCK IN BHAVNAGAR DISTRICT.”

Wahidaben who is an APL (Above Poverty Line) ration cardholder does not get any
foodgrains from the government. She added that two women in her neighbourhood have
set up kitchen garden at their homes and she has been taking vegetables from one of
them since last three weeks. This has not only helped her in feeding her family nutritious
food but also saved her some money which she can use for buying grains. She said,
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“MY NEIGHBOUR REHMATBEN IS KIND ENOUGH TO SHARE THE VEGETABLES
PRODUCED IN HER KITCHEN GARDEN WITH ME WHENEVER I NEED. SHE HAS
GIVEN ME ABOUT 1.5 KGS EACH OF BOTTLE GOURD, BITTER GOURD AND LADY
FINGERS AND SOME BLACK EYED PEA. THIS HAS SAVED ME ALMOST RS. 500
CONSIDERING HOW EXPENSIVE VEGETABLES ARE IN THIS AREA. 1 DO NOT HAVE
ANY LAND BECAUSE OF WHICH | COULD NOT GROW MY OWN VEGETABLES BUT
| AM THANKFUL TO REHMATBEN WHO IS ALWAYS READY TO SHARE.”

Acknowledging the role of kitchen gardens in making people self-reliant in terms of
nutrition and food security Renukaben Ganva, Taluka Development Officer, Kadana block
of Dahid district said that over 60 per cent of population of the district comes under BPL
(Below Poverty Line) and nutrition is one of the biggest challenges that come with poverty.
She said,
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“THE DISTRICT HAS POOR HEALTH AND NUTRITION RELATED STATISTICS BUT
WE ARE CONSTANTLY WORKING HARD TO IMPROVE THE SITUATION. THERE IS A
LACK OF AWARENESS AND ALSO A LACK OF ACCEPTANGE TOWARDS CHANGE
AMONG THE PEOPLE. | AM NEW IN THIS DISTRICT BUT WHAT | GATHERED IS
THAT CULTURALLY, PEOPLE ARE USED TO EATING ONLY CARBOHYDRATES IN
THE FORM OF WHEAT AND RICE. IT CAN BE BECAUSE THERE 1S A GRAIN
SUPPORT FROM THE GOVERNMENT THROUGH PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM.
HOWEVER, DECENTRALISED EFFORTS LIKE CREATING KITCHEN GARDENS AND
GROWING VEGETABLES AT HOME CAN GO A LONG WAY IN ENSURING
NUTRITION SECURITY AS VEGETABLES ARE A GREAT SOURCE OF NUTRITION. |
AM GLAD TO KNOW THAT WOMEN ARE SIGNIFICANTLY INVOLVED IN THIS
INITIATIVE AND ARE EVEN MAKING THEIR OWN FERTILISER. HEALTHY PEOPLE
ARE ECONOMICALLY MORE PRODUCTIVE WHICH WILL HELP PULLING THESE
FAMILIES OUT OF POVERTY IN THE LONG RUN.”

Balanced Diet And Dietary Diversity Via Home Grown Vegetables

Gitaben Parghi, 30-year-old from Karmel village of Fatehpura block in Dahod district is
among 2,500 plus people who receive support from Utthan in developing the kitchen
garden. Gitaben's husband is a farm labourer. She has a 13-year-old son and 9 year-old-
daughter. She created her kitchen garden on a patch of empty land near her house. She
said,

“INITIALLY, THERE WAS A RUMOUR IN OUR VILLAGE THAT CORONAVIRUS IS
SPREADING THROUGH VEGETABLES ALSO. WE WERE ALL VERY SCARED AND
DID NOT BUY ANY VEGETABLES FOR ALMOST A MONTH. ALONG WITH THIS,
THERE WERE ALSO THE FINANCIAL PROBLEMS THAT WE WERE FACING AT THAT
TIME. THE COSTS OF VEGETABLES WERE SOARING AND MY HUSBAND WHO IS A
FARM LABOURER WAS UNABLE TO GET ANY MONEY HOME AFTER THE HARVEST
OF THE RABI CROP WAS OVER. | FEEL PROUD OF MY KITCHEN GARDEN
BECAUSE WE ARE ABLE TO EAT FRESH VEGETABLES EVERY DAY WITHOUT
WORRYING ABOUT PURCHASING ANY. | PLANTED THE VEGETABLE IN JUNE AND
HAVE BEEN ENJOYING THE PRODUCE SINCE PAST ONE MONTH.”

Gitaben further said that she shares the produce with three families in her neighbourhood.
She said,

“WHENEVER THEY NEED THE VEGETABLES, THEY COME AND WE GIVE THEM. IT
MAKES ME HAPPY TO SEE THAT OTHER PARENTS ARE ABLE TO FEED THEIR
CHILDREN NUTRITIOUS FOOD BECAUSE OF MY EFFORTS. | AM SAYING THIS
BECAUSE MY DAUGHTER WAS BORN PRE-MATURE, BEFORE COMPLETING
SEVEN MONTHS AND SINCE HER BIRTH SHE HAS BEEN FACING HEALTH
RELATED COMPLICATIONS. IT IS NECESSARY THAT SHE EATS GOOD FOOD. |
WAS VERY WORRIED BECAUSE WE WERE NOT ABLE TO BUY ANY VEGETABLES
FOR MY DAUGHTER. NOW AS | AM GROWING MY OWN VEGETABLES, | AM NO
LONGER WORRIED. NOT ONLY AM | ABLE TO FEED MY DAUGHTER GOOD
VEGETABLES THAT HAVE NO CHEMICALS OR PESTICIDES, I ALSO FEEL
EMPOWERED AND HAVE A SENSE OF FOOD SECURITY. MY CHILDREN HAVE ALSO


https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/
https://www.ndtv.com/

< NDTV.com

According to Jitendra Maru, 48-year-old field staff member of Utthan, the organisation
has been working on building awareness among people in the rural areas on following a
more balanced diet by including more vegetables in their plate. He said,

“WE HAVE BEEN RECEIVING POSITIVE RESPONSE FROM THE FAMILIES. MOST OF
THEM SAY THAT THEY WILL CONTINUE MAINTAINING THE KITCHEN GARDEN
EVEN AFTER THE CRISIS IS OVER. THEY HAVE A SENSE OF SECURITY AND THE
PRACTICE OF GROWING ONE’S OWN FOOD DOES ALLOW PEOPLE TO EAT A
DIVERSE VARIETY OF VEGETABLES AND EVEN LEGUMES.”

Lata Taivyad, another member of Utthan's field team said that balanced food intake
contributes to the well-being of women and helps overcome common health issues like
anaemia. She said,

“WE TELL THE COMMUNITIES THAT ONE OF THE EASIEST WAYS OF ENSURING
ACCESS TO ADEQUATE MACRO AND MICRO NUTRIENTS IS TO PRODUCE AND
CONSUME DIFFERENT KINDS OF VEGETABLES IN THEIR KITCHEN GARDEN
WHICH CAN BE ESTABLISHED AND MAINTAINED ON A SMALL PATCH OF LAND
WITH MINIMUM TECHNICAL AND FINANCIAL INPUTS.”

She further highlighted that while the state government provides a supplementary nutrition
rich food item called ‘Sukhri’ to children every day and ‘Poshan Ahaar’ to pregnant women
under ICDS (Integrated Child Development Scheme), there is not much focus on the
nutritional needs of non-pregnant women and men in the state. She said,

“BARRING THE FIRST FEW DAYS OF THE LOCKDOWN, WHEN THE WORK OF
ANGANWADIS WAS COMPLETELY SHUT, THERE HAS BEEN TIMELY SUPPLY OF
SUPPLEMENTARY NUTRITION AND TAKE-HOME-RATIONS FOR CHILDREN AND
PREGNANT WOMEN. BUT WHAT ABOUT OTHER WOMEN AND MEN? I BELIEVE
THAT THE PANDEMIC HAS BEEN AN EYE-OPENING EVENT FOR ALL OF US THAT
HAS SHOWN HOW IMPORTANT IT IS FOR PEOPLE TO LEARN HOW TO GROW
THEIR OWN FOOD.”

“It Is No Regular Garden, It Is My Garden Of Hope,” Says 40-Year-0ld
Rehmathen Sheikh

For Rehmatben Sheikh, 40-year-old from Konjdi village, Mahuva Block of Bhavnagar
district, the kitchen garden created by her with support from Utthan is a source of hope
and pride. She lost her husband 10 years ago and has three sons of age 20 years, 18 years
and 17 years. Being a single parent of three children she picked up many petty jobs to
raise her kids and sent them to school. Before losing her livelihood due to the lockdown,
she used to work as a daily wage worker. Her two elder sons who worked in a brick kiln in
Kutch returned back due to closure. Until now, they have got a week of work each under
NREGA. Only recently, Rehmatben has found work at a local onion dehydration unit in
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“WHEN | GOT TO KNOW ABOUT THE TRAINING THAT UTTHAN WAS CONDUCTING
ON KITCHEN GARDENING, I ALSO WENT AND PARTICIPATED. WHILE UTTHAN'S
FIELD TEAM WAS MORE THAN ENTHUSIASTIC TO SUPPORT ME, MY
NEIGHBOURS AND RELATIVES LAUGHED AT ME BECAUSE | DECIDED TO CREATE
A GARDEN ON MY HOME'S TERRACE AS | HAD NO LAND AVAILABLE FOR
GROWING ANYTHING. FOR CREATING A ROOF GARDEN, I PUT A LAYER OF
CEMENT ON THE ROOF SO THAT IT DOESN'T GET DAMAGED WITH THE WATER,
THEN | PUT A LAYER OF BRICKS ON IT. OVER THE BRICKS | PUT MUD ALONG
WITH FERTILISERS AND STARTED SOWING SEEDS. NOW THOSE VERY
NEIGHBOURS AND RELATIVES ARE IN AWE OF MY EFFORTS. | SHARE THE
PRODUCE FROM MY GARDEN WITH THREE OTHER FAMILIES. IF | AM ABLE TO
PRODUCE EVEN MORE, I MAY THINK OF SELLING IN THE MARKET TOO. THIS IS
NO REGULAR GARDEN FOR ME, IT IS MY GARDEN OF HOPE.”

Can Kitchen Garden Improve The Current Status Of Malnutrition And
Existing Vulnerabilities In Dahod And Bhavnagar Districts Of Gujarat?

According to Ms. Rajpal, Dahod has the worst nutrition-related indicators among the
districts of Gujarat. The last edition of the National Family Health Survey (NFHS-4)
conducted in 2015-16 show in the rural areas of Dahod, 44.9 per cent children under five
years are stunted or have low-height-for-age which is worse than the state's average of
42.9 per cent. About 25.1 per cent are wasted or have low-weight-for-height which is
slightly better than the state's average of 28.5 per cent. Almost 51.7 per cent children
under five years in the rural areas of Dahod are underweight or have low-weight-for-age
which is worse than the state's average of 44.2 per cent. The rural areas of Dahod also a
poor performer when it comes to tackling anaemia as 59.6 per cent children aged 6-59
months are anaemic but when compared with the state's average of 64.6 per cent, it is
better. NFHS-4 data also reveals that less than 8 per cent mothers had antenatal care in
rural areas in the district against the state’s average of 24 per cent and only 27 per cent of
the children in rural areas are fully immunised while almost 50.4 per cent children in the
state have received full immunisation. About 58 per cent of all women in the age group 15-
49 years in the rural areas of Dahod are anaemic which is at par with the state's average
of 57.5 per cent. According to Laxman Rathod, a field officer at Utthan, Dahod is also one
of the districts of Gujarat that has a high prevalence of child marriage especially among
girls in the age group 15-17 years. He further said because of early marriage and
childbirth, most women in this area suffer from various health issues. He also highlighted
that because the hamlets villages of Dahod are quite dispersed, tough local geography
together with a poor level of literacy and development, means information about
entitlements and announcements of the various scheme are very slow to reach.

The NFHS-4 data for Bhavnagar shows that in rural areas of the district, 48.5 per cent
children under five years are stunted which is worse than Dahod and the state average.
The statistics for children under five years suffering from wasting and are underweight
(23.9 per cent and 43.7 per cent respectively) are better than Dahod and the state.
However, 66.4 per cent children in the age group 6-59 months are anaemic which is more
than that of Dahod and the state as a whole. Only about 52 per cent of children in
Bhavnagar are fully immunised. 12 per cent of mothers in the rural areas received proper
antenatal care in Bhavnagar. About 54 per cent of all women in the age group 15-49 years
in the rural areas of Bhavnagar district is anaemic which is better in comparison to the
state as a whole.

According to Basanta Kumar Kar, an expert in the field of nutrition and recipient of the
Global Nutrition Leadership Award, in any adverse situation, those hit the hardest are
children, adolescents, pregnant and lactating mothers who may be anaemic,
malnourished, need additional nutrition, special care and support. Such vulnerable groups
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important step towards helping them. He said,

“It is necessary to stop food and nutrition disruption at local level and improve sustained
availability, accessibility and consumption of safe and nutritious diets at the household
level. It is the basic premise for India to ever reach a malnutrition-free status.”

He explained how local-level food production and kitchen gardens have helped improve
iron deficiency among women in the states of Sikkim and Chhattisgarh. He highlighted
that making people self-reliant in terms of food and nutrition would address calorie
inadequacy, hidden hunger and lack of protein and micronutrients. This, along with better
access to WASH (water, sanitation and hygiene) and improved healthcare facilities at the
village level would improve the statistics related nutrition and health in the rural areas.

NDTYV - Dettol Banega Swasth India campaign is an extension of the five-year-old
Banega Swachh India initiative helmed by Campaign Ambassador Amitabh Bachchan.

It aims to spread awareness about critical health issues facing the country. In wake of the
current COVID-19 pandemic, the need for WASH (Water, Sanitation and Hygiene) is
reaffirmed as handwashing is one of the ways to prevent Coronavirus infection and other
diseases. The campaign highlights the importance of nutrition and healthcare for women
and children to prevent maternal and child mortality, fight malnutrition, stunting, wasting,
anaemia and disease prevention through vaccines. Importance of programmes like Public
Distribution System (PDS), Mid-day Meal Scheme, POSHAN Abhiyan and the role

of Aganwadis and ASHA workers are also covered. Only a Swachh or clean India

where toilets are used and open defecation free (ODF) status achieved as part of

the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan launched by Prime Minister Narendra Modi in 2014, can
eradicate diseases like diahorrea and become a Swasth or healthy India. The campaign
will continue to cover issues like gir pollution, waste management, plastic ban, manual
scavenging and sanitation workers and menstrual hygiene.
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