America has corn and Asia has rice. It's time
Australia had a native staple food
30 July 2020, by Angela Pattison, Rebecca Cross, Tina Bell
The grains harvested were from native
grasses—species well suited to growing in local
conditions. They were ground, mixed with water
then baked in hot coals, to produce a bread
resembling damper.
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So why doesn't this collection and preparation of
native grains still happen today? There's no clear
answer, however preparing seed for food was very
time- and labor-intensive. Also, as Aboriginal
groups were massacred or forcibly removed from
Country, such practices, and associated
knowledges, largely disappeared.

Most countries have a staple food: native, fastgrowing and easy-to-store plants high in
carbohydrates.
In Africa, it's sorghum. In Asia, rice. In the
Americas, corn and potato. Around the
Mediterranean Sea, the Middle East and Europe,
it's wheat and barley.
Australia is an exception—we do not have a staple
food. But native grasslands provide ample
opportunity to produce grains. In fact, Aboriginal
people once used native grasses to make bread,
and there is evidence they were the world's first
bakers.
Bread with 10% button grass. Author provided

We argue it's time to resurrect Australia's ancient
breadmaking tradition. Let's take a closer look at
the reasons why.
The benefits of staple food
Australia's ancient grain
In an area known as the Panara, located in a ring
around central Australia, Aboriginal people used
sophisticated fire-based techniques to manage
grasslands and harvest grain. They collected the
grain in bulk several times a year, then stored it in
the off-season.

A native, staple Australian crop would allow us to
grow food suited to our environment.
The benefits of producing food from native
grasslands are well known. Grasslands need
limited, if any, fertilizer, no pesticides, and can tap
into groundwater so they don't need irrigation or
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land cultivation.
While native grasslands yield less seed than
conventional cropping systems (more on this later),
fewer resources are needed to produce it. What's
more, grasslands simultaneously provide essential
environmental "services" including supporting plant
and animal diversity, covering bare ground, and
enabling water infiltration, recycling of nutrients and
carbon sequestration.
Australia's total agricultural production is currently
worth about A$60.8 billion a year, and we export
about 65% of what we produce. A staple Australian
food might not contribute directly to the value of our
agricultural exports, at least in the short term. But it
may reduce the cost of pest control by increasing
habitat for beneficial predators. It also represents a Indigenous grain grinding was common before European
settlement. Credit: Wikimedia
low-risk venture that provides returns to growers
who want to increase the native vegetation on their
properties.
We are not advocating the wholesale adoption of
native grasses as a staple food crop in Australia.
But it would be prudent to investigate how native
grasses grow and produce seed, to better
understand how current farming practices might be
improved.

Indigenous land managers used burning
techniques to grow and maintain local grass crops.
Grasslands are culturally and spiritually significant
to Indigenous Australians. Their protection and
regeneration could create new business
opportunities for Aboriginal people and promote
reconciliation.

Connection to Country

A number of grasses were used by Aboriginal
Returning to native grasslands would provide a way people, all of which might be a good staple food for
to understand Indigenous perspectives on looking Australia. The best approach would be to grow a
range of species matched with local customs, soil
after Country.
types, rainfall and season.
Bread re-imagined
Growing, processing, and making bread from native
grass will involve new technologies and challenge
current methods.
For example, native Mitchell grass, found across
northern Australia, produces between a half and
one ton of grain per hectare—less than a quarter the
yield of wheat.
This productivity can be increased by identifying
and cultivating the plants producing more seed than
their neighbors. These individuals have the best
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chance of producing the next generation of highyield plants.

But Australia's native grain products may contain
multiple species that are grown and harvested
together. So at the point of sale, consumers would
Processing of native grains presents another
have to accept that every loaf or biscuit or cake
challenge. The current grain-processing system
may have a different taste, and contain several
receives bulk deliveries of wheat with known milling types of grain.
requirements at a set time of year. The timing, size
and milling requirements of native grain deliveries Who earns the dough?
would be far less predictable.
When developing native grain as an Australian
To be efficient, modern machine-processing of
staple food, we must also be careful not to exploit
grain requires that the seed is clean, uniform in size the knowledge of native grain production at the
and is not mixed with other types of seeds.
expense of the traditional caretakers of the
knowledge and species. This would be repeating
the mistakes of the past.
Native grain production offers potential economic
gains. These should go first to the traditional
custodians, countering current trends where only
1% of Australia's native food industry is generated
by Indigenous people.
This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons license. Read the
original article.

Native grasses. Author provided
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While the commercial process of making flour is
relatively inflexible, in contrast, an experienced
baker can work with many types of flour and adjust
the dough as they go. This is how Aboriginal people
baked loaves from native seed for thousands of
years. Creating unique products from native grain
will require flexible baking methods, including
making them by hand.
In recent years, "ancient grains" such as quinoa,
chia and spelt have grown in popularity among food
consumers. These crops grow on their own and
have been genetically improved for quality, so are
relatively consistent when sold as seed, flour or in a
baked product.

3/4

APA citation: America has corn and Asia has rice. It's time Australia had a native staple food (2020, July
30) retrieved 24 September 2020 from https://phys.org/news/2020-07-america-corn-asia-riceaustralia.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study or research, no
part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is provided for information purposes only.

4/4
Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

