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‘A chain’s strength is 
in the weakest link’

The king of Fruits
and its Journey
Pre-cooling of fruits reduces the 
field heat, thereby reducing the 
respiration rate.

That good feeling 
in the gut
A closer look at probiotic foods, 
why they are important for us 
and why it is a hot food trend.
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Few people I know like the good 
morning greetings we receive on 
WhatsApp every morning. But a few days 
ago, a friend sent me one, and it got me 
thinking. It said: ‘This is not the year to 
get everything we want, but to be 
grateful for everything that we have’. 
After seeing two waves of coronavirus, I 
couldn’t agree more. Yes, it is all too easy 
to get despondent and hopeless during 
the current times. But then easy isn’t 
what we should be doing. We should push 
ourselves and each other to see the light 
at the end of the tunnel and gently coax 
each other out of dejection. It is time to 
be grateful for what we have. And there is 
solid science behind how gratitude 
changes mindsets from negative to 
positive, a state of mind that releases 
feel-good chemicals such as dopamine, 
serotonin and oxytocin in our bodies. 

One sure-shot way to practise it is to 
truly thank the farmers for the food on 
our tables, and for the juicy mangoes that 
we relish during the summer months. 
Our Inside Out story focuses on the long 
and challenging journey that your 
favourite varieties of mangoes cover to 
appear on your plate. Or, turn on the 
volume to your favourite radio station 
while cruising through a FASTag toll and 
be grateful for little to no queuing. Why, 
we should even thank the pandemic for 
throwing the light in the importance of 
health and fitness in our daily lives, be it 
through nutrition or exercise. Our two 
sections of Offbeat and In Focus cover 
just that – the importance of probiotic 
foods, and how people are exercising and 
finding ways to stay fit through online 
classes and fitness apps. 

Last but not the least, unlimited 
grat itude to  our  phar maceutica l 
industry, which has been working 
overtime and overcoming all sorts of 
challenges to deliver medicine and 
medical equipment during these trying 
times. We at Safexpress salute all our 
clients from the pharma sector and 
thank them from the bottom of our 
heart. 

FASTags work on radio frequency 
identification, the chip can be 
integrated with the NCMC.

OF GRATITUDE 
AND BLESSINGS

Continued on Page 2

Prachi R Misra

Kanchan Saini had never stepped 
into her husband’s office. Managing a 
joint family household and a child, she 
had her hands full.

e year 2020, however, threw a 
cruel challenge her way. She lost her 
husband to COVID-19. Seven months 
later,  she is  now manag ing her 
husband’s eight-year-old company, 
I s a a n  S a i n i  R o a d w ay s ,  “a l m o s t 
smoothly”, she says, with a sense of 
achievement.

One of many things she has to 
handle is the 24 vehicles that run across 
states such as Maharashtra, Karnataka, 
Madhya Pradesh, West Bengal, and 
Jharkhand. And one thing that has 
made the process of management 
smooth, she says, are FASTags. 

e radio frequency identification 
(RFID) stickers which the government 
made mandatory for all four-wheelers 
vehicles sold before December 1, 2017, 

from February 16, 2021, onwards, have 
been an important stepping stone in 
quicker and smoother flow of traffic. 
is has not just helped save waiting 
time for vehicles at tolls, but has also 
brought in sizeable revenue for the 
nation. More than Rs 100 crore came 
from FASTags between 1-16 March 
2021.

So how did it all start?
e story of FASTag goes back to 

2016. A study carried out by Transport 
Corporation of India (TCI) with IIM 
Calcutta, pointed out how, due to 
transportation delays, India suffers 
annual losses to the tune of a whopping 
Rs 40,000 crore. at, of course, wasn’t 
the only kind of loss. e study also 
brought to light the fact that the delays 
also led to extra consumption of fuel 
worth Rs 90,000 crore.

is one study was to become the 
compelling force to start electronic toll 
collection (ETC) as soon as possible.

e National Highways Authority 

of India (NHAI) had initially set up 
FASTags as a key project in the Golden 
Quadrilateral between Ahmedabad and 
Mumbai. By 2016, 347 toll plazas on 
national highways started accepting 
FASTag payments. A year later, NHAI 
launched a FASTag lane in all 370 toll 
plazas under it. On October 19, 2019, 
FASTag was made mandatory on all 
National Highways. By Feb 2021, the 
government made it mandatory for all 
four-wheelers bought before 2017 to 
have FASTags. 

Slowly but surely, it is set to 
become a way of life for those on the 
road. And while the concept has 
definitely made life easy, there are some 
c h a l l e n g e s  a s  we l l .  We  b r i n g  a 
comprehensive picture.

The good
With 900 vehicles and a bustling 

business to manage, one of the major 
concerns for Chander Bindal of Trans 
Cargo Ltd is the welfare of his drivers 
and staff; it becomes even more crucial 

FASTags are being called game changers when it comes to mobility. How well have we adapted 
to the concept and what are the problem areas that need ironing out? We get you the whole story

Life in the fast lane?
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and important during the present 
pandemic times.

“With FASTags, the no-contact bit 
has been a boon. It helps keep the safety 
bit in order. Another blessing has been 
the fact  that  i t  ends up saving 
substantial amount of time,” says 
Bindal.

Saini echoes the same emotion 
when she says, “Time is of essence when 
it comes to our business and FASTags 
have been the perfect solution.” 

Even NHAI Chairman Sukhbir 
Singh Sandhu was quoted in an 
interview with Financial Express, 
“FASTag implementation has reduced 
the wait  t ime at  NH fee plazas 
significantly, resulting in enhanced user 
experience. A recent example of this is 
Kherki Daula toll plaza near Gurugram, 
where the wait time has been reduced 
from 20-30 minutes to less than 5 
minutes.”

While it has meant saving time for 
businesses and individuals, FASTags 
are also helping add substantial wealth 
to the nation.

Sample this: by mid-March, three 
crore vehicles already had FASTags.

On March 22, Nitin Gadkari, 

like Chander Bindal shares. 
Another issue often discussed is 

loss or theft. Since the card is affixed as a 
tag on the windscreen of the vehicle, it 
can be lost or stolen. And while one can 
immediately notify the agency or bank 
about the same, the fact remains that it 
is an additional hassle.

Blacklisting is another issue faced 
by FASTag users. If a user has not 
maintained sufficient balance in their 
FASTag wallet, they can get blacklisted. 
In this case, they will have to end up 
paying double the amount, in cash.

S Amrin, Assistant Professor, 
Computer Science, Indian Academy 
Group of Institutions, Bangalore, in a 
paper titled, “An introduction to 
FASTag, a game changer in automatic 
toll collection systems in India”, 
published in International Journal of 
Research and Analytical Reviews 
(IJRAR) in June 2019 issue, lists out 
some of the problem areas of FASTags. 

“Multi-axle vehicle owners are 
hesitant to opt for FASTag as the toll 
charges for such vehicles are quite high. 
A truck requires more than Rs 2,000 for 
10 trips while a car can make 10 trips at 
a much lower value. is gives people 
the idea for deploying car tags in 
trucks,” he writes.

Bindal points out how the initial 
discount of 8% helped companies like 
his. “Suppose I have FASTags worth Rs 3 
lakh, I got a discount of Rs two-three 
lakh. at was certainly a good gesture 
that should have been continued.”

Discipline is another issue. What is 
clearly needed are marked lanes for 
various vehicles. “ere should be a 
dedicated ETC lane at every toll plaza. 
Not having a dedicated ETC lane means 
the purpose of FASTag fails as it causes 
a delay in the journey of FASTag users”, 
says Professor Amrin in his paper.

Another area of improvement is 
the standardisation of how bank 
servers work. Since NHAI does not 
provide software and has given the job 
to different banks to provide the 
FASTag service, it is proving to be a 
challenge since all banks don’t offer 
competitive and efficient platform. e 
FASTag project, as Professor Amrin 
puts it, needs proper monitoring to 
ensure refunds are made on account of 
billing errors. “ere is no wholesale 
package providing discounts or free 
trips for commercial operators who 
have multiple vehicles crossing toll 
p l a z a s  h u n d re d s  o f  t i m e s .   e 
g o v e r n m e n t  m u s t  e n s u r e  e a s y 
availability of FASTags through various 
channels and also educate the people on 
using the dedicated FASTag lanes since 
the concept is new, and is in a nascent 
stage in India,” he writes when he lists 

Minister of Road Transport and 
Highways, told the Parliament: “As on 
16 March 2021, more than 3 crore 
FASTags have been issued. e average 
daily fee collection through FASTag is 
more than Rs 100 crores from 1 March, 
2021, to 16 March, 2021.”

e NHAI in a statement in March 
proudly said, “e toll collection during 
this week has been more than Rs 100 
crore daily. On 25.02.2021, the toll 
collection through FASTag reached the 
highest ever mark of Rs 103.94 crore 
with over 64.5 lakh daily transactions.” 
It went on to add that the smooth 
implementat ion  o f  FA S Ta g  has 
witnessed a growth of 20 per cent in 
terms of electronic toll collection 
transactions and 27 per cent in terms of 
collection of user fee.

Another big, which is yet to be 
real ised,  wi l l  be  protect ing the 
environment. Like Sukhbir Singh 
Sandhu told FE, “FASTag will also help 
save Rs 20,000 crore per year on fuel 
and thereby foreign exchange, besides 
helping the environment.”

Besides fuel cost, another plus for 
the environment will be the saving of 
paper. After all, every time a paper slip 
is handed at a toll plaza, it means more 
paper and less trees.

The challenges
ere are two sides to every story 

and it is no different for FASTags.
While they are being hailed for the 

ease of movement and being timesaving 
and hassle-free, the fact remains that 
these very pluses can be random 
challenges.

One big problem Kanchan Saini 
points to is server issues. “Sometimes 
the servers don’t work and when they 
don’t we have to pay double the amount 
in cash. is is a technical glitch but we 
end up paying for it with money and 
time. What is definitely needed is better 
connectivity.”

Also, due to technical glitches, the 
money is sometimes deducted twice, or 
sometimes the card doesn’t read at all, 

the disadvantages.

Road ahead
ere needs to be more awareness 

about the benefits of using FASTags, 
countering challenges that they 
sometimes pose, and streamlining the 
operations well.

Also, while a large number of 
national highways are already FASTag 
activated, the same cannot be said 
about a host of state highways.

is can pose challenges for 
individuals as well as companies. 
Chander Bindal, who has operations 
throughout the country, says, “We have 
actually had to make two separate 
departments to handle different tolls. 
While a sizeable number of national 
highways are FASTag activated, there are 
quite a few state highways that are not. 
We definitely need standardisation.”

Although RFID based FASTags, as 
Professor Amrin points out, are seen as 
an advantageous mode of toll collection 
system in India, offering numerous 
socio-economic and environmental 
benefits to both the user and the 
collector, until its drawbacks are not 
addressed, the module shall continue to 
face serious crunch and may not work as 
well  as intended.  “By designing 
appropriate solutions to address the 
challenges faced by FASTag, it can be 
made a technologically superior mode 
of toll collection, eventually proving 
itself to be a game changer in automatic 
toll collection system in the years to 
come,” he adds. 

P lans are  a lso  afoot  by  the 
Petroleum Ministry and private oil 
marketing companies that FASTags 
could be utilised by consumers for 
buying fuel at petrol pumps and even 
for parking facilities.

e idea, like a private taxi fleet 
owner points out, should be to “Help 
FASTags become integrated into our 
lives with perfect ease. It could be our 
one-stop answer to all movement.”

Chander Bindal
Trans Cargo Ltd.

Kanchan Saini
Ishaan Saini Roadways
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‘A chain’s strength is 
in the weakest link’
Sanjeev Kumar Lohia, MD and CEO, Indian Railway Stations 

Development Corporation, on FASTags, the importance of technology 
and integration in road transportation, be it urban or highways

Prachi R Misra

ith over three decades of experience in the Wtransport sector, especially urban and rail-
based transporta�on systems, Sanjeev 

Kumar Lohia, MD & CEO, Indian Railway Sta�ons 
Development Corpora�on (IRSDC), has also been OSD 
(Urban Transport), and ex-officio Joint Secretary, 
Ministry of Urban Development, Government of India.

Lohia has also dra�ed reports of the working group 
on urban transport for the eleventh and twel�h Five 
Year Plans; Na�onal Transport Development Policy 
Commi�ee (NTDPC) and Na�onal Development Council 
(NDC); and contributed significantly towards 
formula�on, sanc�on, and implementa�on of the first-
ever Na�onal Urban Transport Policy of India. 

He is presently leading the world’s largest Transit 
Or iented Development  Programme and PPP 
programme for the Ministry of Railways for Sta�ons 
Development across India. Lohia’s contribu�on has 
been in the form of sector-specific strategic planning, 
programme design, management and implementa�on, 
PPP and construc�on project management.

Besides being in public service, Lohia is a guest 
faculty at several premier ins�tutes such as IIM-
Ahmedabad; Centre for Environment Planning and 
Technology, Ahmedabad; and School of Planning and 
Architecture, New Delhi. In an interview, the expert 
spoke about FASTags, and the challenges and 
roadblocks for Urban transport in India. Lightly edited 
excerpts: 

What is your take on the phased introduction of FASTag in 
India?

Any technology introduc�on has to be done 
extremely wisely. A host of things have to be monitored 
closely. If I have to choose between fast or slow 
implementa�on of a technology, I would prefer fast, but 
with detailed groundwork prepara�on. Because that is 
when it would reach its threshold faster. Mission-mode 
work, in my experience, is always be�er and more 
impac�ul. Any work should be done on a pilot basis; one 
should carefully understand all the issues, address them 
and then implement it in full mode. If sun’s rays are 
focused together, they can burn things. A concentrated 
effort is always be�er and more impac�ul.

How successful do you think FASTag will prove to be in 
India?

The way the architecture is being followed, it can 
be made a great success. Since FASTags work on radio 
frequency iden�fica�on, a small tweak can help them 
work be�er. The chip can be integrated with the 
Na�onal Common Mobility Card (NCMC); the NCMC 
card reader can be used in several kinds of vehicles. And 
because it can also work in offline mode, connec�vity 
glitches can be avoided.

Another thing that needs to be built in is a system 
of online annual valida�on of driving licenses. This will 
help people abide by traffic rules and overall 

almost perfect. If clues are taken from them, road 
transport in every state can be a different story 
altogether.

Look at our pedestrian pathways. One has to be an 
athlete to walk on these pathways. We make policies 
si�ng in chauffeur-driven cars. Our subways are dark 
and dingy. Urban transport and urban planning have to 
go hand in hand. A chain’s strength is always in the 
weakest link.

You have developed parameters for sustainable 
urban transport as part of the Na�onal Mission for 
Sustainable Habitat and have also dra�ed the Public 
Transport Policy Sensi�ve for Climate change. Can 
FASTags help the cause of environment and to what 
extent? 

Mobile air condi�oning is a huge load. If the 
average speed of travel is increased and tolls are 
smoother, it will help in substan�al fuel saving.

When currency notes came stapled, their lives 
were shortened. Now, with electronic payment mode 
on, they are going through lesser number of hands, 
thereby increasing their average life.

Also, with the op�on of switching to complete 
online billing (like Ola and Uber) there can be substan�al 
saving of paper, thus helping the environment.

You have been an advocate for the National Common 
Mobility Card. Do you see FASTags being integrated with 
it in the future?

FASTags can be indeed used very smoothly with 
NCMC since RFID chip can ideally be inserted anywhere. 
It could just be a ma�er of �me.

You have worked closely with both rail and road 
transportation. How can these collaborate to solve India’s 
transportation issues?

To begin with, Railways have a robust system in 
place. If, for example, there is an accident, the en�re 
system is inves�gated. If the same measures come into 
place for roads, so many lives could be saved. Let’s not 
forget we have one of the highest numbers of road 
accident deaths in the world. We lose more people to 
road accidents than to fatal diseases or soldiers at the 
borders. So, road safety needs to be a priority. 

If road and rail transport work in tandem and 
collaborate with each other, we can have a great 
transport network in place.

Another thing that can go a long way is logis�cs 
transfers happening through a combina�on of trucks 
and railways. We introduced the same in Konkan 
Railways in 1998, and it works like clockwork s�ll. Door-
to-door service is what everyone wants and this 
marriage works beau�fully, saving �me and resources.

What is your vision for India’s transport industry?
To begin with, definitely more momentum which 

will lead to be�er integra�on. Diesel usage reduc�on, 
public-private partnership (PPP model), goods transport, 
signaling improvement, last-mile connec�vity, hybrid toll 
collec�on, there is a lot I want to see.

compliance will be be�er.

What challenges lie ahead for FASTag to be rolled out 
pan-India (including state highways)?

A lot of issues have to be answered. Technology 
op�ons have to be integrated for be�er prolifera�on. 
What also needs to be kept in mind is that it should be 
convenient and economical to the user.  The 
convenience of �me should be factored in as should 
threshold incen�ve. Also, incen�visa�on and central 
funding can go a long way. 

What specic challenges do you see in urban road 
transportation in India?

This is a wide subject and the challenges are 
manifold. What is the biggest challenge, however, is the 
fact that it is not even a subject listed in the Cons�tu�on 
of India! 

While railways and metros are under the Centre, 
roads are in concurrent list, the adver�sements on state 
bus stands are under municipal rule, trams are in 
concurrent list and, of course, there are several things 
which are in no man’s land. 

Urban transport and urban development are 
intertwined. At the state level, all decisions should be 
with the principal secretary for urban development. 
Only then can a state’s urban transport be seen in a 
complete manner. The dynamics and requirements of 
urban transport are different from long-distance 
transport.

Look at a city like Mumbai. People actually prefer 
overcrowded local trains to BEST buses, even though 
they are not as crowded. The simple reason being that 
people on suburban trains are sure of the �me it will 
take for them to reach their des�na�on. The same can’t 
be said about the buses.

Look at other ci�es. There is penny war on the 
roads. Today, buses are only a poor man’s transport. You 
think poor, you provide poorly. Railway systems are 

Since FASTags work on radio 
frequency identication, the 
chip can be integrated with 

the National Common 
Mobility Card (NCMC). And 
because it can also work in 
ofine mode, connectivity 
glitches can be avoided
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INSIDE�OUT
Ali, President, Mango Grower’s Association, India, is 
the variety of pesticides. “ere was a time when there 
were only a trusted few available and the flowering was 
relatively much better. With so many more available 
now, the flowering isn’t what it used to be”, he laments.

Another challenge is untimely rains. Take 2021, 
for instance. Prashant Deore, a farmer in Parmer 
village in Satana Taluka of Nasik, says, “It was during 
flowering that we experienced some untimely rain this 
year. is lead to substantial losses.”

But Ali likes to look at the bright side. “India 
produces 175 lakh metric tonne mangoes. Between, 
south, north and some parts of east India, we have an 
amazing variety.”

e industr y is largely operated by 76% 
smallholdedr and marginal farmers, contributing 30-
40% to their income.

Plucking right
Mangoes are more often than not plucked at a 

physiologically maturity stage. Post this, they are 
ripened during transit for best quality. After the 
mangoes are ready to harvest, local buyers come and 
pick them from the farms, farmers drop it at a 
collection centre, or as is happening in recent years, a 
number of companies come and pick up the produce 
directly from farms.

A study on mango supply chain in India titled, 
“Food loss analysis: causes and solutions” by Food and 
Agriculture Organisation of United States, brought 
out some interesting facets. Two supply chains were 
assessed in Andhra Pradesh, specifically in the districts 
of Vizianagaram for the fresh fruit, and Chittoor for 
the processed fruit (pulp).

e critical loss points (CLP) in the chain, pointed 
out the study, are similar for both fresh and processed, 
except for the ripening operation in case of the latter. 
“At the farm, harvesting including sorting results in 

Prachi R Misra

Mangoes and everything about the juicy, 
fragrant fruits is an integral part of Indian 
life. Be it the paisley pattern inspired by 

raw mangoes, mango leaves being hung on doors on 
auspicious occasions, or stories of childhood laced 
around eating mangoes, the fruit isn’t just a fruit, it is 
an emotion!

What we sometimes miss, however, is that to 
evoke that emotion when we take our first bite of the 
luscious fruit, it takes an entire chain of foolproof 
planning, commitment and coordinated effort that 
has been perfected by the supply chain and 
management industry over years.

After all, each variety has its own few days of 
glorious fruiting before the other – which means the 
supply chain has to be especially agile -- each variety 
has to be handled differently, and overall, the mangoes 
need to be ripe but not overripe, firm but not unripe. 
And this isn’t just about mango aficionados like you 
and me in India. e first mangoes of the season can 
easily fetch nearly a million dollars in Australia and the 
US. 

We explore some interesting challenges and 
roadblocks, and showcase best practices to bring you 
the whole mango story.

Early start
What makes the mango story in India fascinating 

is the relatively long duration of growth through 
various parts of the country, giving it a wider time than 
most other fruits. is practically makes the fruit 
available for nearly six months in fresh form. So, while 
the mangoes in south India start to ripen as early as 
March, the season keeps moving upwards towards 
north India and finally ends in the last week of August.

One of the big changes in this stage shares, Insram 

quantitative loss of 12% and 20% for processed and 
fresh fruits, respectively, mainly in the form of cracked 
fruit due to faulty harvesting. Qualitative loss amount 
is a CLP in fresh fruit chain only and amounts to 15% 
quantitative loss and 20% qualitative loss.”

Netaji Anand Nikam, a 44-year-old farmer from 
Parmer village, Satana in Madhya Pradesh, says that 
more often than not, it is big local buyers who come 
and buy entire stocks from the farm.

Jagdish Bhambre, another farmer from Nitara 
village in Nasik points out how some buyers prefer to 
take raw mangoes if they are supplying to an out-of-
station location, while a few others who want to supply 
locally prefer the ripened variety.

Once the mangoes reach their destination, they 
are either sold to local wholesale markets or packaged 
at repacking institutes and sent to their destination.

Between these stages is when the entire story can 
change and you could either get fresh mangoes, or 
squishy ones.

Some practices, at this stage, we found, can be 
game changers.

When mangoes are being harvested, sticky latex 
trickles down the fruit surface from the point it has 
been detached from. is gives the fruit an unclean 
look and also makes it sticky. If the fruit, according to 
the National Horticulture Board, is harvested with a 
10-20 cm stem attached to it, it will have multiple 
benefits such as protecting fruit, saving time, as well 
making it appear cleaner.

Interestingly, harvesting devices have been 
designed for the same. A low-cost portable mango 
harvesting device has been designed and developed by 
the Central Institute for Subtropical Horticulture, 
Lucknow. e fruits are taken into a pouch and held 
between the divider and knife and as the device is 
pulled, the blade cuts the stalk. e fruits are then 
conveyed through a nylon chute to collecting boxes 
without having to bring down the device every time. 

According to the National Horticulture Board, 
this saves time and protects fruits from mechanical 
damage due to impact. It also protects the operator's 
hand from the sap, which oozes out from the point of 
detachment. On an average, a man can harvest about 

800 to 1,000 fruits per hour with the help of this 
device, depending on the skill of the worker, fruiting, 
and height of the tree. It consumes 50% less energy as 
compared to local methods. Harvested mangoes 
should be placed in field containers of not more than 
25 kg capacity for movement to the packing shed. e 
fruit should be kept in the shade and handled carefully 
at all times after. It is worth mentioning here that 
ICAR-IIHR, Bengaluru has also developed a similar 
harvester.

A paper titled Trends and Innovations in Value 
Chain Management of Tropical Fruits by Harinder 
Singh Oberoi and Dinesh M R of the Institute of 
Horticultural Research, India, published in volume 14 
of Journal of Horticultural Sciences, also points out 
how harvesting methods and time of harvest play an 
important role in storage life of the fruit. “Harvesting 
of fruits, such as mangoes, at about 2 inches from their 
tip on the peduncle using mechanical harvesters helps 
in improving the keeping quality of the mangoes. 
“ese harvesters, they add, eventually lead to 
extended storage life for such fruits.

Keep it cool
An extremely crucial process, this one can have 

long-term implications on the quality of the fruit. It is, 
therefore, advised that the fruit be cooled for better 
shelf life.

Pre-cooling of fruits, point out Dinesh and Oberoi 
in their study, reduces the field heat, thereby reducing 
the respiration rate and physiological activity in the 
fruits, thus minimising spoilage. “In addition, pre-
cooling also helps in reducing the physiological loss in 
weight (PLW), thus helping in preservation of the 
value of the fruits. Pre-cooling also helps in delaying 
ripening and retarding senescence. Pre-cooling is 
extremely important for tropical fruits, as the 
temperatures during harvest are relatively high and 
therefore, the fruits need to be immediately pre-cooled 
for having an optimal shelf life.”

Reliance Fresh, for instance, deploys a fleet of 
refrigerated vehicles to transport fruits to their retail 
stores. is kind of supply chain has helped in reducing 

losses drastically. 

Packing right
A day post Eid, Insram Ali takes his time to talk 

about the various steps that can be taken to cut losses. 
A big game changer, he says, can be the way fruits are 
transported.

“Plastic crates are excellent to keep the fruit fresh 
as well as safe. But since the costs are higher than, say, 
cardboard boxes or traditional baskets, transporters 
don’t use them. is in turn leads to substantial losses, 
something that can be easily curtailed.”

A study by Food and Agriculture Organisation of 
United States, concurs: “Plastic crates are rigid 
insuring adequate protection to their contents, 
stackable and returnable. Plastic crates also provide 
adequate ventilation thus retarding the ripening of 
mangoes while in transit and consequently the onset 
of decay thus the extended shelf life of mangoes in 
retail market. Plastic crates can be washed thus 
preventing cross-contamination unlike when recycled 
cartons are used.” Since the initial investment of 
plastic crates is high and may not be affordable to 
farmers and traders, the government or private sector 
companies can buy the crates and rent these to the 
users. e transporters likewise can provide the plastic 
crates for a fee. 

Smart transfer
More than ever before, even consumers are 

increasingly quality conscious. Which probably 
explains the thriving of newer players in the market.

Take, for instance, Pune-based agritech startup 
Farmpal. It has an app-based platform that eliminates 
multiple middlemen in the farm-to-fork chain, and lets 
farmers earn more. e platform registers orders 
directly from buyers and analyses category-wise 
demand. Once this is done, it fixes dynamic pricing 
based on daily demand. Post this, the order is 
transferred to its network of 1,000+ farmers. anks 
to Farmpal’s price comparison feature, farmers can sell 
their produce at a rate which is higher by 20-30% of 
what they would normally get in mandis.

e company supplies produce including mangoes 
to hotels, restaurants, retailers, as well as caterers. 
Leading hotel chains such as Radisson and Lemon Tree, 
and retail biggies such as Big Bazaar, Star Bazaar, MORE 
and BigBasket are some of their clients.

Ninjacart, a B2B and B2C agritech startup has a 
supply chain that is equipped to move 1400 tonnes of 
perishables from farms to businesses, every day, in less 
than 12 hours. e traditional supply chain, the 
company says, is highly inefficient, unorganized, and 
has a high rate of food wastage.

So the company made its own. “We eliminated 
intermediaries by taking control of the supply chain by 
using technology and analytics. We built reliable, cost-
effective, and high-speed logistics and infrastructure 
to solve inefficiencies in the supply chain. On one end, 
farmers get better prices and consistent demand, and 
on the other end, retailers receive fresh produce at 
competitive prices that are delivered to their 
doorstep.”

What’s  in  a  name?
India  has  a  huge  variety  of  mangoes. 
We list  some  of  the  most  popular  on e s  across  India.

Neelam
Region: Karnataka  and  Kerala
USP: This  juicy  variety  hits  the  market  in  June.

Sindhoori
Region:  Delhi and  U�ar  Pradesh
USP:  Excellent  for  shakes,  thanks  to  it s  bright  yellow  colour. 

Naadan
Region: Kerala
USP: A  popular  variety  in  Kerala,  well  known  for  its  tangy  taste.

Malda
Region: West  Bengal
USP: Its non-fibrous  nature  and  sweet-sour  tast e  makes  it  perfect  
for  chutneys. 

Pairi
Region: Goa  and  Gujarat
USP: Much  loved  for  a  amras  in  western  India.

Chandrakaran
Region: Kerala
USP: The  most  expensive  and  l oved  variety  in  Kerala.

Alphonso
Region: Maharashtra
USP: The  most  popular  variety  f rom  India,  and  big  o n  exports.

Langra
Region: Delhi  and  U�ar  Pradesh
USP: Readily  available  in  north  India  for  an  extended  period  of 
�me.

Totapuri
Region: All  over  I ndia
USP: Enjoyed  both  raw  and  ripened.

Thamboor
Region: Kerala
USP: Its  dis�nct  feature  is  a  very  large seed.

Banganapalli
Region: Andhra Pradesh
USP: Verypopular in the neighbouring states well.

Badami
Region: Karnataka
USP: Popularly called Karnataka alphonso.

Sindhoora
Region: Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Andhra Pradesh
USP: Gets its name from its bright red colour and is fibrous and 
juicy.

Gulaab khaas
Region: U�ar  Pradesh
USP: With  its  delicious  aroma,  taste  and  colour,  popular  f or 
mango-based  desserts.

Peddarasalu
Region: Andhra  Pradesh  and  Karnataka
USP: Fibrous,  but  extremely  juicy  a nd  pulpy,  and  used  for  juices 
and  pulp. 

Himayath
Region: Andhra  Pradesh
USP: Super  sweet,  also  called  Imam  Pasand. 

Priyoor
Region: Kerala
USP: Also  exported  to  neighbouring  south  Indian s tates.

Chaunsa
Region: U�ar  Pradesh
USP: A  heady  aroma  and  fleshy  pulp  make  this  one  very  popular.

Undamaanga
Region: Kerala
USP: Grown  in  clusters,  this  hybrid  variety  has  a  dis�nct  sweet-
and-sour  taste.

Dashehari
Region: U�ar  Pradesh
USP: This  super-sweet  variety  get s  its  name  f rom  the  Dashehari 
village  near  Mallihabad  where  the  200-year-old  mother  tree  s�ll 
survives.

Kesar
Region:  South  and  wester n  India
USP: Sweet  and  non-fibrous,  very  popular  with  chefs.

Lucknowi  Safeda
Region: U�ar  Pradesh
USP: Whi�sh  when  raw, this  mango  with  its  origins  from  Lucknow 
is  juicy,  pulpy  and  yellow  when  ripe.

Mulgua
Region: Tamil  Nadu  and  Karnataka
USP: A  characteris�c  large  fruit,  and  some�mes  weighs  t wo  to 
three  kg.

Moovandan
Region: Kerala
USP: Enjoyed  almost  ripe  with  salt  and  spices.

Mallika
Region: Karnataka
USP: Very  popular  for  making  fruit  juices  and  pulps.

Pre-cooling of fruits 
reduces the eld heat, 
thereby reducing the 
respiration rate and 
physiological activity in 
the fruits, thus 
minimising spoilage

The king of 
fruits and 

its journey
The supply chain of mangoes is as 

dynamic as its taste and variety

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/andhra-pradesh


working in advance and having good coordination between 

different departments of the organisation.

Road	ahead
One of the biggest positives of the crisis was probably 

the fact that Indian companies have started their own 
research and manufacturing in a signi�icant way.

Our	vaccines	are	proof	enough.
Another big area that saw improvement, shares 

Banga, is manufacturing of equipment. “We made our own 
nebulisers last year, and this July-end, we are looking at 
launching our self-manufactured blood pressure machines 
as well as digital thermometers. Until now, we were 
importing about 14 lakh pieces of blood pressure machines 
from Korea and China. It is a great feeling to make one's own 
products,” he says.

Another blessing is the support that the pharma 
sector has been receiving from India’s robust supply chain. 
A good supply chain is crucial for the success of any 
industry, and pharma is no exception.

As Reddy puts it, “The role of supply chain and logistics 
in India, your preferred partner and the role they play 
makes all the difference in making your product a success.”

It’s an emotion Banga echoes when he says, “A good 
supply chain and a solid logistics partner are the backbone 
of any industry. No matter how good a product is, if it 
doesn’t reach the end customer in time, it is no good. 
Safexpress has been our steady support for the past 30 
years and we couldn’t be happier.”

Rakesh Gosain, Vice President, Sales, ASK Automotive 
Pvt Ltd, shares a similar story of resilience and foresight. 
ASK Automotive is a manufacturer and supplier of friction 
products, aluminium die casting products and safety 
control cables to leading automotive stables. “There were 
zero sales for April and May; from June, the industry picked 
up since of�ices started to gradually open up but social 
distancing had to be maintained and public transport was 
still not back and people started opting for cars and two-
wheelers.” The ancillary industry, however, was stretched 
because there was a paucity of labour, which had gone back 
to its hometowns. 

So how did ASK Automotive deliver? “We sent special 
buses to their addresses, requesting them to come back, of 
course!” reveals Gosain, adding how at that moment, it 
wasn’t about margins and that the aim was to meet 
customer demand, from both OEMs and replacement 
market. 

“We were in constant touch with our customers 
through WhatsApp, email and phone calls. I remember I 
was making as many as 100 phone calls every day to both 
our customers and our factory hands, asking them how they 
were doing.” 

We have streamlined 
departments, kept things in 

order and production running. 
When you know you are doing 
something that is benetting 

humanity, passion comes 
easily.”

Chandra Obula Reddy, 
Deputy General Manager, 

Hetero Healthcare Ltd
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The second wave of Covid-19 hit India hard. We made 
headlines in the world, but for all the wrong reasons. 

Although it is dif�icult to look at the bright side in the 
middle of chaos, the fact remains that India’s pharma 
industry not just stood brave but also pushed its limits. Be it 
extra production of medicines, vaccines, or medical 
equipment, the industry’s resilience has been more than 
visible. And it wasn’t just the big companies; small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs), as usual, made all the 
difference. We look at the bright side, the challenges and the 
road ahead.

Growth	despite	odds
According to total sales audit data from the world’s 

largest pharmaceutical market research �irm IMS Health, 
the Indian pharma market (IPM) grew 59% year-on-year 
(yoy) in April, 2021, vs 16% yoy in March, 2021, due to the 
low base effect in April 2020, and a sharp surge in Covid-19-
related sales.

On a moving annual turnover (MAT) basis, IPM grew 
9.6%, primarily driven by a pricing growth of 4.3% and new 
product launch growth of 4.6%. Volume growth was muted 
at 0.8%.

That is not all. According to a report from Emkay 
Global Financial Services, all major therapies posted high 
double-digit growth in April 21.

Within chronic therapies, cardiac therapy grew 22%. 
Similarly, anti-diabetic therapy grew 10%. Vitamins, 
minerals and supplements (VMS) posted record growth of 
80% in April 2021, vs 27% in March 2021.The growth in 
respiratory therapy rebounded sharply at 64% in April 
2021, after falling for nine consecutive months.

Ask people in the industry what has it been like to 
keep the production up, working under tight pressure, and 
you hear inspiring stories of equipment, medicines and 
vaccines being supplied while battling challenges such as 
extended lockdown, unearthly working hours, tight 
deadlines and, not to forget, the pressure of constant 
demand.

Chandra Obula Reddy, Deputy General Manager, 
Hetero Healthcare Ltd, a Hyderabad-based pharmaceutical 
company tells how his company has been working 24X7: 
“We have done our bit of streamlining different 
departments, keeping things in order and production 
running. The fact remains that when you know you are 
doing something that is bene�itting humanity, passion 
comes easily.” 

The fact that the company produced Gilead’s 
Remdesivir after DGCI’s approval, under the brand name 
Covifor, is proof enough of what they achieved and the kind 
of pressure they worked under. 

Besides this, Hetero healthcare is one of the �ive 
companies that MSP Pharma has tied up with, to 
manufacture Molnupiravir (investigative oral drug) 
currently in its third stage of trial. It has also joined hands 
with Russia’s RDIF to produce 100 million doses of Sputnik V.  

Then there is the Favipiravir and Amphotericin B (an 
anti-fungal drug), which are currently in high demand.

Anyone in the pharma industry, says Reddy, 
understands that the load will be high for a while. “Look at 
the vaccination itself. Estimates say that everyone in India 
will be vaccinated only by the end of 2023. Only when that 
happens will things start to ease a bit.”

Talking of vaccines, India has been supplying them to 
the world. India’s huge manufacturing base has played a 
critical role in closing the gap between rich and poor 
countries. According to UNICEF, India shipped vaccines to 
82 low- and middle-income countries participating under 
the COVAX facility. COVAX facility provides WHO-certi�ied 
vaccines. These vaccines were supplied to 10 countries in 
Latin America, namely Bolivia, Dominica, El Salvador, 
Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua, St Lucia, St 
Vincent and the Grenadines.

After ensuring that the vaccines made at the Serum 
Institute of India (SII) were dispatched to the neighbouring 
countries in line with India’s “Neighbourhood First’’ Policy, 
the �irst commercial consignment of the vaccines went on a 
special �light to Brazil. This was followed by the supply of 
the vaccines carried out in a calibrated manner as per the 
domestic production and the requirements of India’s own 
vaccination programme. India also gifted 200,000 doses to 
UN peacekeepers around the world.

By mid-march this year, India had supplied a total of 
229.7 lakh doses to the global community. Out of these, 165 
lakh doses were sent on a commercial basis, and 64.7 lakh 
doses were supplied as grant.

Symptoms	of	unease
While India initially won huge praise from the 

international community, the fact also remains that it faced 
severe criticism when medicines fell short and we had to 
look to other nations for oxygen supply. Cities gasped for 
oxygen and critical medicines were in high demand.

“Anybody in the medical equipment business or 
pharmaceuticals got more abuses than praise,” says, Rajeev 
Banga, Founder, Banga Industries and Banga International. 
The going has been hectic, says the top man of the 
Faridabad-based company that supplies medical 
equipment in India as well as imports from abroad.

“Meeting the demand has been a tough but a 

rewarding job for sure. Last year, the panic button was 

pressed when COVID struck. The demand for vapourisers 

and inhalers, which was about 1,000 pieces a day, went up 

to 10,000 pieces a day. We pumped in money for better 

infrastructure and today we produce much more with ease. 

The demand for nebuliser, which we were earlier importing 

from China, grew exponentially. To make nebuliser, you 

need 35 parts; imports were getting dif�icult so we 

researched on how to make our own. Today we produce 

2,500 pieces each day,” shares Banga.
Despite India being the pharma hub, India largely 

depends on China for raw materials. Since 2020, imports 

have become costlier in the face of higher export duty in 

China and higher excise in India.
There are other challenges as well. As Reddy puts it, 

“When you are working in the pharma industry, shortage of 

some active ingredients is common. Also, unusually high 

demand didn’t make things any easier.” The solution: 

A good supply chain and a 
solid logistics partner are 

the backbone of any 
industry. No matter how 
good your product is, if it 

doesn’t reach the end 
customer in time, it is no good.

Rajeev Banga, Founder, 
Banga Industries and 
Banga International
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How did India’s 
pharma industry fare  
despite acute challenges 
in the midst of the 
coronavirus pandemic’s 
second wave?

SME�WATCH�

Treating	it	right



The first quarter of  the new Financial Year 
cannot be as disheveled as one can get. Or 
so we thought while we welcomed 2021. 
The wretched Covid-19 virus, lying low 
while it mutated alarmingly, had nasty 
plans though. And then it came back with 
an alarming ferocity, spreading to the 
e n t i r e  n a t i o n  c a u s i n g  d e a t h  a n d 
devastation of  epochal proportions. 
Many of  colleagues and family members 
fell sick to it, some very seriously, and 
some very dear ones falling to it. As we 
watched the horrendous dance of  death 
with incredulity, those unrelenting days of  
mourning and heartbreaking calamities, a 
sense of  fickleness so very overpowering 
crossed our collective conscience. 
Life can be fickle but wisdom apart and 
despite despair, humanity strived and 
thrived. Safexpress did so to its fullest 
keeping in cont inuous touch with 
individual colleagues, helping them out in 
the hour of  their need. Very conscious of  
insidious effects on employees’ mental 
health, we organized a series of  online 
sessions on Resilience Building with 
Musical Intervention. Each and every 
employee was encouraged to participate 
in these sessions and imbibe the learnings 
for mental well-being.
Apart from mental resilience, it was 
important for Safexpress to ensure that 
its’ family of  thousands of  members and 
other staff  members are inoculated with 
vaccines. And once the vaccine regime 
was liberalized and private players were 
allowed to vaccinate, it was imperative 
that Safexpress do that keeping in mind 
that about four-fifth of  our team 
members being under the age of  45. In 
association with 1mg, Safexpress, starting 
from Delhi-NCR, organized several 
vaccination camps to inoculate its people 
with Covishield vaccine. 

PRIORITY

The New Era

IN�FOCUS
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othing, absolutely nothing, is Nworth risking your health for. Like 
they say, “Jaan hai to jahaan hai.” 

And if there is one thing that the pandemic 
has thrown light on, it is the importance of 
one’s health and immunity. From being one 
of the things one should do, it is now a 
must-do-come-what-may. 

Not surprising then to see experts 
offering �itness classes at home. Gym 
instructors have gone online, �itness 
experts have switched to Zoom training, 
yoga experts are guiding breathing and 
asanas on video calls and yes, �itness bands 
and equipment demand is at an all-time 
high.

Sample this. In 2019 in the US, only 
7% of surveyed Mindbody users used 
�itness streaming services on a weekly 
basis. By April 2020, that �igure had grown 
to more than 80%. Mindbody is a leading 
US technology platform for the wellness 
industry. These might be �igures for the US 
market but the story is no different in 
India. Be it wearables, apps or equipment.

GOQii smart Healthcare, for example, 
has seen a de�initive increase in people 
buying its wearables. “Smart Devices 
i n d e e d  h ave  b e c o m e  a n  e s s e n t i a l 
commodity to help detect vital parameters 
and help individuals  sel f -monitor 
themselves during these unprecedented 
pandemic times. It has become imperative 
for an individual to take care of his or her 
health on priority,” said Vishal Gondal, 
Founder & CEO, GOQii, to a business 
magazine.

That’s not all. Cycle shop owners are 
seeing a never before increase in sales, 
ecommerce sites are pushing themselves 
to meet the demand for �itness equipment 
and yes, �itness instructors and yoga 
teaches have their hand full.

Fighting t
If on a day her instructor decides not 

to take classes, her husband promptly calls 
him up, chuckles Ashita Arora. “I am  a 
better person when I work out. I am in a 
better mood and de�initely more focused 
in whatever I do” says the 38-year-old, 
mother of two, who lives in Noida.

A gym regular, when the lockdown 
started in 2020, Arora confesses to feeling 
a little off-centre. She began with doing 
yoga while watching TV and soon enough, 
she was doing 108 surya namaskars in half 
an hour! She also started using things at 
home and around her for workout. “We live 
in an 18-storey building, so I climbed stairs 
and kept increasing the numbers. At home, 
I used whatever I could �ind to help me 
workout -- PVC pipes, mop, water bottles, I 
used them all”, she smiles. When her gym 
trainer told her he was starting online 
classes she was one of the �irst to enroll.

Now she cycles, works out, and 
manages home and children with perfect 
levels of energy. “The pandemic has taught 
everyone the importance of keeping �it and 
healthy. Anyone who is not doing it is being 
irresponsible towards oneself and the 
family,” she says.

Anurag Sharma, a �itness enthusiast 
and corporate professional in Bangalore 
could not agree more. “In the corporate 
world, there was the concept of people 
going cycling or working out together on 
weekends. They were called weekend 
warriors. The pandemic has dissolved the 
weekends and there is a never-before 
emphasis on staying �it and building 
immunity, not just among those in the 
corporate sector but a lot of individuals 
seem to have woken up to the need to be �it 
and healthy. Also, people have come to 
realise that they don’t need to go to a gym 
to be �it.”

Technology to the rescue
Chatting apps doubled as places for 

online classes, Facebook groups see �itness 
videos being lapped up, Zoom and Google 
Meet have become platforms not just for 
meetings and online classes but yoga and 
dance sessions, and �itness apps are being 
downloaded at a fast pace.

“Yes! Indians have de�initely become 
more serious about their health due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In the past one year, 
w i t h  t h e  o n s e t  o f  t h e  p a n d e m i c , 
individuals’ lifestyles have indeed changed 
completely,” like Gondal puts it.

And if numbers are anything to go by, 
sample this data from GOQii Smart 
Healthcare. As per the Health Risk 
Assessment (HRA) score, 50.42% of the 
users are either in the “High Risk” or 
“Borderline” category. This is a massive 
12% improvement from last year’s figures, 
where 62% users fell in the “Unhealthy” 
category, as per GOQii India Fit Report 
2021, a result of a yearlong study of 5 
million GOQii users that presented a 
holistic overview on the health and 
lifestyle of Indians across different 
parameters. 

Hurdles and obstacles
“Online? How will that work at all?” 

Komal  Semwal ,  a  yoga  instructor, 
remembers one of her students in Mumbai 
asking her.

Semwal, like many others, moved 
back to her hometown Mussoorie, after 
COVID-19 reared its ugly head in 2020. A 
year later, she is still in Uttarakhand and 
giving online classes for students not just 
in Mumbai but also Delhi, Faridabad, and 
Bangalore, to name a few.

“Agreed, it was a bit of an adjustment 
but once you are determined and the 
student is on the same page, it is just a 
matter of time before online yoga classes 
become second nature. People more than 
ever realise the importance of health and 
inner strength.”

As Roli Baruah, a professional singer 
who needed some me-time after her hectic 
online music classes says, “I couldn’t go for 
my walks anymore. So I decided to join 
online yoga classes. Earlier I looked at 
people with admiration when they did 
surya namaskars. Now when I do it with 
ease, it feels great.”

Mental health
If you miss the high you felt after a 

swim, a HIIT session at the gym, or a run, 
it’s not just your work out buddies you are 
missing, you are also missing the release of 
a magical chemical called endorphin.

Endorphins help you feel positive, 
reduce perception of pain and give an 
overall feeling of well being.

Department of Psychiatry, Michigan 
Medicine, in an article “Importance of 
Physical Activity and Exercise during the 
COVID-19 Pandemic” says: “Physical 
activity and exercise can be effective 
treatment strategies for symptoms of both 
depression and anxiety… Each day is a new 
opportunity to engage in physical activity 
and exercise that can bring short and long-
term bene�its for mood, sleep, and physical 
health.”

It’s no surprise then that even mental 
health experts push you to have some 
�itness routine.

Ask Dr Veena Krishnan, a senior 
consultant clinical psychologist, and she 
says, “I always say, do not exercise your 
mind into negative thinking; instead start 
exercising physically, not from tomorrow 
but today because tomorrow never comes. 
Exercising not only helps us look and feel 
great but also keeps one in a better mood, 
t a ke s  c a re  o f  s t re s s ,  a n x i e t y  a n d 
depression. It adds to one’s con�idence, 
boosts self esteem, improves memory, 
concentration and motivation.”

Well, now we know why those who 
exercise are happier!

Healthy highHealthy highHealthy high
With the coronavirus pandemic bringing the spotlight on health and immunity, an With the coronavirus pandemic bringing the spotlight on health and immunity, an 

increasing number of people are getting into tness mode through apps and increasing number of people are getting into tness mode through apps and 
via the online mode. We explore the trendvia the online mode. We explore the trend

With the coronavirus pandemic bringing the spotlight on health and immunity, an 
increasing number of people are getting into tness mode through apps and 

via the online mode. We explore the trend

Each day is a new 
opportunity to engage 

in physical activity 
and exercise that can 
bring short and long-

term benets for 
mood, sleep, and 
physical health

Apart from mental resilience, it was 
important for Safexpress to ensure that 
its’ family of  thousands of  members and 
other staff  members are inoculated with 
vaccines. And once the vaccine regime 
was liberalized and private players were 
allowed to vaccinate, it was imperative 
that Safexpress do that keeping in mind 
that about four-fifth of  our team 
members being under the age of  45. In 
association with 1mg, Safexpress, starting 
from Delhi-NCR, organized several 
vaccination camps to inoculate its people 
with Covishield vaccine. 

This quarter of  the year was claimed in 
most part by the lockdown. As businesses 
su f f e red and human in t e r ac t ions 
declined, ensuring health and safety of  all 
has remained issues of  obvious concern. 
Amidst the din of  unsavory things 
though, there came a moment of  silver 
l i n i n g  w h e n  S a f e x p r e s s  b a g g e d 
Leadership position among top 15 players 
in the Inflection: ‘India’s Most Popular 
People’s Choice Award’. 
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THAT GOOD FEELING IN THE GUT
Prachi R Misra 

From looking for best restaurants to eat 
in, to focusing on immunity-boosting 
food, the journey of food trends has been 

nothing short of incredible.
e pandemic has brought forth the need 

to eat right for optimum health. Nutrition and 
immunity are the new buzzwords. From amla 
murabbas, to drinking kadha, developing a 
taste for giloy, apple cider vinegar and replacing 
vodka shots with wheatgrass shots, the 
transformation is phenomenal.

Another big trend has been the push for 
gut health. And that is where probiotic food 
steps in. In fact, for both 2020 and 2021, 
probiotic food has been a hot trend.

e Top 10 Functional Food Trends, a 
story in the 1939-established Institute of Food 
Technology, listed “Fermented foods” as one of 
the hot super foods.

Goodnet.org contributor, Nicole Nathan 
BEM, lists probiotic food as one of the healthy 
food trends for 2021. “Aside from addressing 
immune health, people are becoming more 
interested in their gut health. ere has been a 
s ur ge  in  probio t ic  s u p plement s ,  and 
kombucha, according to Organic Authority, 
and is being touted as the new soda.”

So	 what	 exactly	 are	
probiotics?

e word comes from pro and biota, 
meaning “for life”. So probiotics are basically 
microganisms or good bacteria that help to 
keep one’s gut in good health. 

So while our good-old pickles, curd, idlis, 
dosa, dhokla and kanji are all great, there are 
also international flavours such as khimichi, 

A	closer	look	at	
probiotic	foods,	
why	they	are	
important	for	us	
and	why	it	is	a	hot	
food	trend

f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f 
inebriation…Human beings…figured out 
how to liquefy the berries and make 
beverages.”

Alex Lewin, author of two bestsellers, 
Real  Food Fermentation (2012) and 
Kombucha, Kefir and Beyond (2017), likes to 
compare the work of the microbes with 
chemical food processing. “With canning, you 
kill all of the microbes and seal it hermetically. 
With fermentation, you invite the microbes 
you want and don’t let in the ones you don’t. 
Fermentation is diplomacy and canning is a 
massacre,” he said in an article published in 
e Guardian in 2019.

is diplomacy that Lewin talks of has 
had many takers in the recent years.

Take, for example, the ambitious 
Human Microbiome Project (HMP) a 10-year, 
$215-million initiative which has helped 
develop research resources to enable the 
study of the microbial communities that live 
in and on our bodies, and the roles they play in 
human health and disease.

e Human Microbiome Project has 
shown how “trillions of bacteria” in our body 
are “committed to the noble enterprise of 
keeping us healthy and functioning”. 

What is interesting to note is how 
individuals as well as standalone restaurants 
have gone ahead and inspired others to 
understand the art of fermentation and good 
gut health.

Noma, a two-Michelin-star restaurant 
in Copenhagen, Denmark, has its very own 
guidebook for fermentation: e Noma Guide 
to Fermentation, which features quite a few 
interesting experimental recipes, such as 
corn-on-the-cob with a layer of fermented 
blueberries.

e guidebook has reportedly inspired 
people to have their very own fermentation 
experiments. Be it vinegar made with celery, 
soy sauce or koji (a kind of mold used in 
Japanese cooking to ferment soybeans).

Ancient	wisdom
If you have a nutritionist who tells not 

to have pickle, it’s time to bid goodbye; not to 
the pickle, but the nutritionist.

Recent research shows that pickles are 
indeed a powerful way of introducing good 
bacteria into our system. It is no surprise then 
to recall our dadis and nanis threatening 
everyone against touching the mangoes that 
were marinated with salt and turmeric and 
kept in the sun for drying. Soon they were 
pickled and bottled and stored for the family.

Celebrity nutritionist Rujuta Diwekar 
says that pickles are a valuable source of 

kombucha (fermented black or green tea) 
joining the gut health bandwagon.

Pro-health, probiotic
A healthy body is one of the best 

investments one can make. And probiotics 
promise to take quite a few steps in that 
direction. It is no surprise then that probiotics 
are a big rage. e health benefits are 
innumerable. To begin with, since they 
introduce good bacteria, the gut gets healthier 
over time.

In fact, researchers say that probiotics 
help with maintaining a healthy blood 
pressure, blood sugar, cholesterol, reducing 
bloating, how we store fat and upping our 
immunity levels. ey also help in encouraging 
the production of vitamin B12 and vitamin D3.

Harvard Health Publishing, says, “Some 
digestive disease specialists are recommending 
probiotic supplements for disorders that 
frustrate conventional medicine, such as 
irritable bowel syndrome. Since the mid-1990s, 
clinical studies suggest that probiotic therapy 
can help treat several gastrointestinal ills, delay 
the development of allergies in children, and 
treat and prevent vaginal and urinar y 
infections in women.”

The	written	word
Interestingly, there are books, research 

papers, newspaper articles, and even online 
groups, all dedicated to those tiny little 
microorganisms that do our gut a whole lot of 
good.

Food writer Sandor Elix Katz in his 2003 
book e Art of Fermentation describes 
fermentation as “the flavourful space between 
the fresh and the rotten”.

Interestingly, Katz stumbled on his love 
for fermentation after he was diagnosed as HIV 
positive in 1990s. He wasn’t sure how many 
years he had with him so he decided to move to 
a commune in Tennessee, USA. Bumper 
harvests led him to his “fixation for fermented 
foods”.

“Agriculture doesn’t make sense without 
ways of storing the harvest… Stuff happens 
when you try to store food, or inadvertently let 
food sit around. Just as our bodies are covered 
with microorganisms, everything we eat is 
covered with microorganisms,” he told e New 
York Times. “Ferments are huge sources of 
flavour complexity. at’s why people find 
cheese so compelling. at’s why soy sauce has 
become a universally loved condiment,” he 
added.

Fermented foods, he says, replenish the 
gut bacteria. “Our primate ancestors were 
familiar with fermenting berries and were even 

vitamin K (co-factor in absorbing vitamin D), 
vitamin A (for good eyesight and immunity) 
and probiotic bacteria (live organisms that 
confer health benefits to the host).”

In a recent social media post, she went 
on to list the benefits of pickles:

1.  ey enhance the taste and flavour of 
food

2.  ey help in the digestive processes of 
the body

3.  ey are a reliable source of vitamins, 
minerals and antioxidants

4.  ey provide the body with healthy 
bacteria which makes it easy for the body 
to produce vitamins like B12

5.  ey ensure that your gut is not colonised 
by pathogens or bad bacteria

Chaach (buttermilk) is one of her 
recommended drinks post-lunch. Look at your 
home’s eating habits growing up, and you will 
realise how probiotics have always been a 
norm. ink of cool buttermilk on a hot day 
and the refreshing kanji (a tangy drink made 
with antioxidant-rich black carrots, mustard 
seeds, water and black salt, fermented in the 
winter sun over several days). 

Food historian KT Achaya writes how 
cooks in ancient India, “used a variety of sweet 
and starchy material for fermentation: Grains 
(rice or barley), honey, sugarcane, sap drawn 
from the coconut and palmyra tree, grape, 
mango, date and ber, flowers like mahua”.

Interestingly, in various parts of India, 
even the humble rice has been fermented 
overnight and eaten. In Bengal, this rice left 
overnight, soaked in a little water and 
relished the next day, with raw chopped 
onions, green chilies, and a dash of mustard 
oil, and is called paanta bhaat. In Odisha, the 
version is called pakhala bhaat, in Assam 
poita bhaat, the Jharkhandis call it paani 
bhaat and in Chhattisgarh it is bhore bhaat. 

Of course, there is also the ever-popular 
south Indian idli and dosa, and Gujarati 
dhokla, all made with fermentation.

Fermentation is also a common practice 
in Sikkim and Nepal. Gundruk, a Nepalese 
broth, made by fermenting spinach, mustard, 
cabbage and radish is finger-licking good with 
a bowl of rice. Internationally, it has been part 
of several countries. Nukadoko, fermented 
rice bran from Japan is passed from 
generation to generation!

Nor th  E urop e ans  h ave  a  lo t  o f 
probiotics, too, probably because of their 
tradition of having yogurt. Probiotic-
containing beverages are a booming business 
in Japan. Kefir,  sauerkraut ,  tempeh, 
khimichi, miso, Kombucha, the list seems to 
be growing.
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https://www.goodnet.org/articles/9-simple-ways-you-achieve-healthier-immune-system
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