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In a world where food security and nutritional diversity are becoming increasingly
important, many traditional crops remain overlooked despite their remarkable benefits.
One such crop is taro (Colocasia esculenta), one of the oldest cultivated root crops known to
humankind. Although taro has been grown for centuries in tropical and subtropical regions, it
continues to receive less attention than crops such as potato, cassava, and sweet potato.
Today, taro is recognized as an underutilized vegetable crop with enormous potential to
contribute to sustainable agriculture, nutritional security, and farmers’ livelihoods.

Taro has been cultivated for thousands of years and is believed to have originated in
Southeast Asia before spreading to Africa, the Pacific Islands, and other parts of the world. In
India, taro is widely grown under different local names such as Arbi, Cheppankizhangu,
Kesu, and Ghuiyan. It is particularly popular in states such as Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Odisha,
Assam, West Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, and Bihar. Despite its long history and adaptability,
taro remains underexploited because it is often considered a traditional or subsistence crop
rather than a commercial vegetable.

Nutritional Treasure Beneath the Soil

Taro is much more than a starchy root vegetable. It is a rich source of carbohydrates, dietary
fiber, vitamins, and essential minerals, making it an excellent food for people of all ages. The
corms provide easily digestible starch that is gentle on the digestive system, while the leaves
are rich in vitamins A and C, calcium, iron, potassium, and antioxidants. Compared with
many root crops, taro contains smaller starch granules, making it suitable for infants, elderly
people, and individuals with digestive disorders. The crop is naturally gluten-free, increasing
its importance as consumer demand for gluten-free foods continues to grow.

Health Benefits

Regular consumption of taro offers several health benefits. The dietary fiber helps improve
digestion and promotes gut health. Potassium supports healthy blood pressure, while
antioxidants help protect the body from oxidative stress. Taro also has a relatively low
glycemic index compared with some other starchy foods, making it a better dietary option
when consumed as part of a balanced meal. In many traditional communities, taro has been
valued not only as a food but also for its medicinal properties.
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Importance in Sustainable Agriculture

One of taro’s greatest strengths is its adaptability. It grows well in both rainfed and irrigated
conditions and performs satisfactorily in marginal lands where many other crops struggle.
Taro tolerates temporary waterlogging, requires comparatively fewer agricultural inputs, and
can be integrated into mixed cropping systems. These characteristics make it particularly
suitable for small and marginal farmers facing unpredictable weather conditions. As climate
change continues to affect agricultural production, resilient crops like taro can play an
important role in ensuring stable food production.

Economic Opportunities

Although taro is traditionally sold as fresh corms, there is considerable scope for value
addition. The crop can be processed into flour, starch, chips, crisps, bakery products, noodles,
baby foods, breakfast cereals, and instant mixes. Its leaves are also consumed as leafy
vegetables in many regions and can provide an additional source of income for farmers. With
increasing consumer awareness of healthy and traditional foods, taro-based products have the
potential to create new market opportunities for entrepreneurs and farmer producer
organizations.

Challenges Limiting Its Popularity

Despite its many advantages, taro remains underutilized due to several constraints. Limited
availability of improved varieties, inadequate quality planting material, poor post-harvest
handling, and insufficient processing facilities restrict its commercial cultivation. Another
challenge is the presence of calcium oxalate crystals, which can cause irritation if the corms
or leaves are not cooked properly. However, simple cooking methods effectively eliminate
this problem. Low consumer awareness and limited market promotion have also contributed
to the crop’s neglected status.

Future Prospects

The future of taro is promising. Growing interest in climate-resilient agriculture, functional
foods, and nutritious traditional crops has renewed attention towards underutilized
vegetables. Research institutions are developing improved varieties with higher yield, better
disease resistance, and enhanced quality. Improved cultivation practices, value-added
processing, and stronger market linkages can significantly increase the profitability of taro
cultivation. Government support for underutilized crops, along with awareness campaigns
and nutrition programs, can further encourage farmers to cultivate taro on a larger scale.

Conclusion

Taro is much more than a traditional root crop. It is a nutritious, climate-resilient, and
economically valuable vegetable with immense potential to strengthen food and nutritional
security. As agriculture moves towards sustainability and crop diversification, taro deserves
greater recognition from researchers, policymakers, farmers, and consumers alike. Promoting
taro cultivation, improving processing technologies, and expanding market opportunities will
not only help preserve agricultural biodiversity but also create new income opportunities for
farming communities. It is time for this humble crop to move from the margins of agriculture
to the mainstream of sustainable food systems.
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