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Abstract
This study determined the contribution of dark-green leafy vegetables (DGLV) to total micronutrient intake of two- to fiveyear-old children residing in two neighbouring rural villages in KwaZulu-Natal where production and consumption of these
vegetables were promoted. A repeated cross-sectional study that included five repeated 24 h dietary recalls per study period
was done during February (n=79), May (n=74), August (n=75) and November (n=78) of 2005 by interviewing the caregivers.
Consumption of spinach (mostly Swiss chard) and imifino (a collective term for various dark-green leaves) complemented
each other, with imifino being consumed mostly during the first and last quarter of the year, and spinach (mostly Swiss chard)
during the 3rd quarter. The proportion of children who consumed DGLV during the 5 d recall period ranged from 36% (May
survey) to 86% (February survey), and the average number of times that children consumed it ranged from 1.4 (May survey)
to 2.2 (February survey). The average portion size consumed was approximately ½ cup (87 ± 56 g for spinach; 87 ± 38 g for
imifino). For children consuming DGLV, these vegetables contributed significantly to dietary intake of calcium (21 to 39% of
total intake), iron (19 to 39%), vitamin A (42 to 68%) and riboflavin (9 to 22%).
In conclusion, DGLV made a significant contribution towards total nutrient intake of the children for several of the micronutrients. This contribution can potentially be increased should these vegetables be consumed more frequently and by a larger
proportion of the children.
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Introduction
In South Africa 33% of preschool children are vitamin A deficient, 21% are anaemic and 10% are iron depleted (Labadarios
et al., 1995). The great majority of one- to nine-year-old children
consume a diet deficient in energy and of poor nutrient density
(Labadarios et al., 2000). With regard to the anthropometric status of South African preschool children, stunting is the major
problem (23%), while 9% are underweight and 3% are wasted
(Labadarios et al., 1995). Nutritional deficiencies in energy and
protein, as well as iodine, iron, zinc and vitamin A can contribute
to poor growth (WHO, 1999). Allen (1994) reviewed the literature on nutritional influences on linear growth and concluded that
poor growth may be a consequence of multiple deficiencies that
result when children consume diets of poor nutritional quality.  
Rural communities in South Africa are nutritionally more
vulnerable than those in the urban areas (Labadarios et al., 1995;
Labadarios et al., 2000). A fundamental strategy to address
micronutrient deficiencies in resource-poor communities is to
increase the availability of, access to, and ultimately consumption of foods that are rich sources of micronutrients. This can
potentially be achieved through food production at household
level. One of the recommendations of the National Food Consumption Survey (NFCS) of 1999 was that the contribution that
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home-grown crops and livestock can make to children’s diet
should be recognised and appreciated and that growing crops
at home should be promoted as feasible and appropriate (Labadarios et al., 2000).
Crop production systems should aim to increase the use
of under-exploited natural resources such as traditional food
crops (FAO, 1997). African leafy vegetables grow on soils of
limited fertility, are relatively drought tolerant, provide good
ground cover, and can be harvested within a short period of time
(Shiundu, 2002).
The NFCS of 1999 showed that green leafy vegetables were
the 16th most frequently consumed food item for one- to nineyear-old South African children (12% of the children consumed
it during the recall period). The highest consumption was in
Limpopo Province (previously known as the Northern Province), with green leaves being the 4th most frequently consumed
food item and 46% of the children consumed it during the recall
period (Labadarios et al., 2000). A smaller study in Limpopo
showed that green leafy vegetables were the 5th most frequently
consumed food item of the adult population (Steyn et al., 2001a).
Regular adult consumers of wild, green leafy vegetables in Limpopo were found to eat it at least once or twice per week and
the cooked portion sizes commonly ranged from 45 to 105 g, to
180 to 270 g  (Nesamvuni et al., 2001; Steyn et al., 2001b). Amaranthus hybridus L. and Amaranthus thunbergii were the most
commonly eaten plants (Steyn et al., 2001b). In Venda (the most
northerly region of Limpopo Province) it was found that harvesting of the leaves is mainly during summer and the surplus is
stored in either a dried-cooked or dried-raw form for at least six
months (Nesamvuni et al., 2001).
In contrast to the findings in Limpopo Province, the NFCS
of 1999 showed that green leafy vegetables were only the 20th

407

