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$CIENTIFIC MARUEL Mohali is home to
National Agri-Food Biotechnology Institute, a
state-of-the-art research facility that has
scientists working to improve nutritional quality of
food. Their latest is the highly nutritious coloured
wheat that carries health benefits of blueberries

Jagmeetafhind Joy than25Omilliontonnesoffoodgrainbut
. chandistrh@hinduslantimes com a substantial amount ofit lost due to lack

of long-term storage and post-harvest
MOHAII It is an imposing building that processingfacilities. "We wouldliketo
canbeatadintimidatingtoo, especially concentrate more on bringing a nutri-
whenyouaretoldaboutthescaleofiruro tional revolution in the country by
vations that go on here. Housed in the applyinglatestmolecularbiologytech-
'agri-foodcluster'inMohali's Sector81, niquestodevelop designercropsforbet-
theNationalAgri-FoodBiotechnology ternutrition, besides developing spe-
Institute (NABI) is the first-of-its-kind cialtyandfimctionalfoods," he adds.

COLOUREDWHEAT
AND BANANA

thecylindricalentrancetothebuilding Recently, NABI was in the news for
has made it quite a landmark and if, like developing antioxidant-rich coloured
us,youarecurioustoknowwhatwork wheat to help combat malnutrition.
exactlyhappenshere,readon. "AccordingtoGlobalFoodSecurity
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Step behind the glass doors a?rd you micronutrient deficiencies. So we
enter a completely different world. worked on improving the nutritional
There are well-spread out floors dedi- qualityofwheat,astaplecropconsumed
cated to rows of research laboratories by a majority of Indians," informs Dr '

andofrcesofscientists. Thatthisplaceis Monika Garg, a scientist at NASI who
ahubofsomeofthebestmindsworking specialises in wheat processing and
onagri-biotechnologybecomesappar- nutritionalquality.
entasonespotsthewall-to-floorpanels Apost-doctoralfellowfromTottori
thatlistoutNABl'srecentachievements University, Japan, Garghelpeddevelop
in agri-footl innovation. "The main colouredwheat(black,blueandpurple)
researchfocusofNABlistoharnessbio- adapted to Indian climatic conditions
technologicaltoolsintheareaofagricul- and with an acceptable yield potential.
ture biotechnology, food and nutritional

research at NABI
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. The key areas that the scientists at National Agri-Food Biotechnology Institute are working on include designer crops with high nutrition, increasing shelf life and
processingqualityoffood. RAVIKUMAR tT

NABI ar,e working on includingdesigner
crops with high nutriilon. increasing
shelflife and food processing quaJity.
"WhiletheGreenRevolutionhas saved
the county fr om recurrent problems of

malnutrition," says Dr Sharma men-
tioning how India has produced more

*l?:: #;ifj:l'r",ldJX$H:ji? quality food and nutrition.

biotechnology, food and nutritional

biotechnology, Our aim is to provide

sustainable and novel solutions lor

"Thecolouris duetohighanthocyanin
bontent. This shows the presence of
micronutients fke iron and zinc, and is
many times more beneficial than ordi-
nary goldenwheat," explainsthe senior
scientist, who is inundated with queries
from farmers regardingtlre new variety.

One often hears offruits like apples
tfiat come with a layer ofwaxtohelp pro
long their shelf life. "There is an urgent
need for saving perishable agri-produce
by using biotechnolo gical approaches, "
points outDrSharma. ScientistsatNABI
are working on non-toxic and edible
plant-based film coating made from
wheatstawandoatbrantohelpprolong
the life of a fruit. Currenfly in the final
stages, experinients with apple have
been very fruitful, assures the scientist.

"The deficiency of micronutrients
remains an enormous globalproblem in
developing countries," agrees Dr Ajay
Kumar Pandey, another senior scientist
working at NABL Pandey's area ofspe-
cialisation includes plant molecular
biology, flrnctional genomics andphytic
acidbiologyinplants. "Currenfly, I am
working on metabolic engineering of
phytic acid pathway for improving iron
bioavailability in wheat," explains Dr
Pandey, whohasbeenwithNABIforsix

ye:lrs.
Scientists at the institute are also

working on pro-Vitamin A biofortifica-
tionofbanana. "VitaminAdeficiencyis
on the rise and we are working to
increase tJre Ievel of Vitamin A substan-
tially in certain varieties ofbalana. It
will be most noticeablefor its bright yel-
low colour," Dr Sharma lets us know.
Speakingoffruits, NABIiS also develop-
ing seedless fruits.

PARTNERING
WITH INDUSTRY

To make sure that these advances in sci-
ence help farmers andthe community at
Iarge, NABI has been regularly issuing
E)q)ression oflnterest by inviting indus-
tries, registered companies or hrms
wanting to commerciatse the break-
throughs at NABL Recently, the insti-
tutealso sigleclanMOUwithFarmgro-
cer Products Ltd Ambala, a company
establishedbyateamofyoungfarmers.
They will not only cultivate coloured
wheat with the help offarmers, but will
also make healthy coloured wheat prod-
ucts and take them to consumers
tlroughtheirnetwork.

SCIENCE FOR ALT.
NABI is also keen to share its flndings
withthenext generation. "Weorganise
tours for school and college students to
showcase our work to them. It always
triggers cwiosity among students who
leave with a better understanding of
what scientists here are working on,"
says Dr Sharma. Currently, the institute
has under a dozen scientists working
here, but it has a capacity for 110. "In
another decade, we will have a large
number of scientists working for us,"
sums up Sharma. The all-inclusive
institute has its own farm and housins
facilities.

' Recently, NABI was in the news for developing antioxidant-rich coloured wheat
to help combat malnutrition.

DrT R SHARMA. executive director of NABI


