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Food firms globally 
whip up wacky ways 
to battle bad diets

Indian health worker Chhaya Sunil Jadhav banned snack
food at home after her daughter, 11, fell sick from eating
cheap, salty chips after school every day. “She howled in

pain and clutched her stomach. So we rushed her to the hos-
pital,” said the mother-of-three. An ultrasound scan revealed
“a giant ball of glue” in the girl’s gut, which doctors blamed
on too much junk food. Now, US food giant Mars Inc and
Mumbai-based charitable foundation Tata Trusts are mar-
keting an alternative in western India: Bite-sized squares
made from yellow peas, which they say are packed with iron,
protein, vitamins and micro-nutrients.

“If it is nutritious, I will buy this,” said Jadhav, trying a
pack of GoMo Dal Crunchies, which costs 10 rupees
($0.15), at a product demo in her village of Masur in
Maharashtra state. Around the globe, worries about human
health, animal welfare and the environment are driving
food firms to find wacky ways to keep people’s weight
down and diseases at bay. For poor diet has overtaken
smoking as the world’s biggest killer, according to the lat-
est Global Burden of Disease study, causing 20 percent of
deaths globally in 2017.

Launched in November, the pea-based snack is the first
joint product from Mars and Tata Trusts - which owns
two-thirds of India’s salt-to-software conglomerate Tata
Sons - after they agreed in 2016 to boost nutrition and
food safety in Asia’s third-largest economy. The aim, said
Tata Trusts advisor Mansharan Seth, is to offer an “afford-
able, accessible, nutritious” snack in rural India, where
poverty and a lack of education mean many children suffer
from health problems due to their diet. “We are (often)
talking to someone who is probably hearing the words
‘protein’, ‘minerals’, ‘vitamins’ for the first time,” she said at
the new $75-million factory making the product. “This is
not an overnight solution.”

Corporate baby steps
Recent data shows the problem is not only about getting

enough food, but the right, healthy kind like whole grains,
nuts, seeds, fresh fruits and vegetables. The Global Burden
of Disease study, led by the US-based Institute for Health
Metrics and Evaluation, found people were eating food high
in sugar and salt that contributed to heart disease, cancer
and diabetes. Globally, diabetes affects 422 million people,
killing about 1.6 million in 2016, according to the World
Health Organization.

Rita Teaotia, head of the Food Safety and Standards
Authority of India, said Indians accounted for the second-
largest group of diabetics globally. Nutritionists and
activists have long accused big food and beverage compa-
nies of courting poor consumers with drinks and snacks
high in salt, sugar and fat, while doing too little to stem rising
obesity and diet-related illnesses.

Shweta Khandelwal, a nutritionist at the Public Health
Foundation of India, said some firms tried to confuse con-
sumers with misleading product descriptions and nutrition
labels and too few were “really trying to make a difference”.
But not all is doom and gloom, said Teaotia. More than 20
corporations - including Mars, US cereal maker Kellogg
Company and food and beverage firm Nestle - have
pledged to reformulate recipes by 2022 as part of the “Eat
Right India” campaign.

Kellogg said it had cut more than 1,000 tonnes of sugar -
the weight of 10 blue whales - and 200 tonnes of salt from
its foods in Asia-Pacific, and had stopped using artificial
colours, preservatives and flavours in its products globally.
Nestle said it had reduced sugar in its products by 34 per-
cent since 2000 and hoped to chop 5 percent more by
2020. To help tackle the problem, Asia-based companies
like Alchemy Foodtech and Nutrition Innovation are trying
to lower the glycemic index (GI) of food, a measure of how
quickly it can raise blood sugar levels. 

In response to family problems, Singaporean couple
Alan Phua and Verleen Goh have spent three years design-
ing a plant-based product, 5ibrePlus, to add to common
foods to reduce their GI. Both of Phua’s grandmothers died
of diabetes complications, while five of his mother’s sib-
lings are type-2 diabetic, he said at the Alchemy Food Tech
office in a leafy Singapore suburb. “I wanted a kind of
technology or solution that can be practical (and) fits
everyday life, so that I can see my loved ones being pro-
tected,” he explained.

Adding 5ibrePlus to jasmine rice can lower its GI to that
of brown rice without changing the taste or texture, Phua
said. Alchemy’s founders are working with bread and noodle
producers and rice distributors to make the product avail-
able later this year. Nutrition Innovation, another
Singapore-based firm, recently raised $5 million from
investors for its technology that can be used by mills to pro-
duce low-GI sugar on an industrial scale.

Meanwhile, alternative meat companies are eyeing health
and environmentally-conscious consumers in Asia. Life3
Biotech’s plant-based protein, Veego, is slated to start pro-
duction this year, said company founder Ricky Lin. “From
yucky to yummy - it took about three years,” laughed Lin.
Veego, he said, has a similar texture and protein level to
chicken but without its usual fats and cholesterol. —Reuters

A graffiti depicting Indian National Congress (INC) party leader Rahul Gandhi (left) and Prime Minister Narendra Modi of Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in a tug of war over India is
seen in Mumbai on April 28, 2019. —AFP

Lebanon start-ups 
brewing change 

Farah Ballout’s big, infectious smile is the first
thing that greets you at her workplace, a cafe in
Lebanon with a mission to do more than just

brew coffee. Before she was hired the 29-year-old,
who suffers from Angelman Syndrome, a genetic dis-
order that means she has developmental disabilities,
had struggled to find work in a country with high
unemployment. “I feel like it is a dream that I started
here,” Ballout said as tears rolled down her face. “It
feels like you are walking into your home - it doesn’t
feel like you are going to work.”

Almost all the 14 staff at the Agonist coffee shop
near Beirut where Ballout has worked for the past five
months have special needs, from autism to Down’s
Syndrome. Wassim El Hage set up the business in
December to help people with disabilities, who are
typically excluded from the workforce in Lebanon. As
a social enterprise - a business that aims to do good
as well as make profit - it faces even more of a chal-
lenge than most start-ups in a country whose econo-
my has been badly hit by years of political instability
and a mass influx of refugees.

The country is grappling with an unemployment
rate of 30 percent and last year, nearly 2,200 busi-
nesses closed, according to Lebanon’s chamber of
commerce. For Hage, that was part of the motivation -
Lebanon, he said, desperately needs organizations

prepared to hire people who would otherwise strug-
gle to find jobs. “It is not my target to make money or
to make profit for my own self. My target is to give
them back this money [for them] to be integrated, to
be independent, to have a real life,” he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “We need it  in
Lebanon.”

The tiny country is home to more than a million
refugees, mostly from its war-ravaged neighbor
Syria. Since its own civil war ended in 1990, Lebanon
has faced a raft of challenges, from electricity short-
ages to garbage mountains due to a lack of landfill
sites - and now social enterprises are stepping in to
help. These include Compost Baladi, which manages
waste and compost and SunRay Energy, which helps
rural communities in Lebanon adopt solar energy
with a lease program and flexible payments. But
social entrepreneurs say a lack of funding and gov-
ernment support are making it difficult for such ven-
tures to thrive.

‘Snowball of change’
Unlike many countries including Britain and

Thailand, Lebanon offers no tax breaks or other
incentives to help the sector. “There is no single gov-
ernmental policy or strategy to manage the social
enterprises field,” said George Ghafary, head of a
social enterprise that employs former substance
abusers, prisoners and disadvantaged women to work
on environmental projects. “Social enterprises can
create a snowball of change, especially if the govern-
ment offers incentives to existing companies ... thus

creating even bigger impact.”
No one at the labor ministry was available for

comment on the government’s policy. Samer Sfeir co-
founded ProAbled, which trains people in Lebanon
with special needs to work and companies to hire
them. He bemoaned a lack of funding for social enter-
prises and contrasted the government’s approach
with that of Britain, where the government actively
seeks out such businesses to supply publicly funded
goods and services. 

“It is not difficult to start a social enterprise, but to
scale it is hard ... everybody is focused on starting
something new, not working on helping what already
exists,” he said. “Regular business already struggle in
Lebanon’s economy, but social enterprises have even
a more difficult time, because it is more costly to run,
and eventually your profit margin is less because you
are giving back.”

It is a problem Hage, 32, is familiar with. He started
Agonist with his own money after failing to raise pri-
vate investment due to skepticism the cafe would be a
success. In fact, he said, Lebanese people have come
from all over the country to get their caffeine fix with
a side of banter from people they would not usually
get to meet. As coffee and pastries are handed out,
staff often sit and chat with customers. Before leav-
ing, each customer is asked to put their hand in a bas-
ket and pick a positive proverb. “This big-time
changes the way Lebanese see people with disabili-
ties - to accept them exactly as they are,” said one
return customer, Vincent El Khoury. “Many people
look at them as less than, and I hate this.”  —Reuters

Modi’s war chest leaves rivals in the dust
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya

Janata Party (BJP) is flush with cash, giving
his Hindu nationalist bloc a massive advan-

tage over the main opposition Congress party as
he seeks to win a second term in India’s general
e lect ion . Opaque campaign f inancing in  the
world’s largest democracy makes it tricky to get a
full picture of money in politics here. But current
and former BJP supporters, opposition politicians,
businessmen and activists interviewed by Reuters
say Modi has an unprecedented advantage, thanks
to support from businesses and expectations he
will be the winner. 

Staggered voting in the general election is cur-
rently in progress across India, with results to be
declared on May 23. The BJP war chest  has
allowed it to unleash a massive amount of adver-
tising on social media and send Modi and party
officials crisscrossing India to campaign. The rul-
ing party has showered money on Facebook and
Google advertisements, spending six times more
than Congress since February, according to data
from the two firms. Modi merchandise abounds, as
do Modi marketing sites. 

The money puts the BJP in an extraordinarily
powerful position, even over logistical issues like
how to get  i ts  leaders  to  e lect ion ra l l ies . A
Congress official said the BJP had the funds to
reserve most of India’s fleet of helicopters for hire
for 90 days, making it difficult for opponents to
get hold of them. “We have never ever seen an
election with such disparity. Financially, we cannot
compete with  them,”  sa id  another  veteran
Congress politician, who asked to remain anony-
mous. He and another high-ranking Congress offi-
cial said they expected the BJP to outspend them
by a factor of ten. A third Congress source esti-
mated the disparity at twice that. 

Two BJP officials declined to provide an esti-
mate of spending, but one said the “BJP definitely
has a big war chest and has more funds at its dis-
posal than the Congress.” Congress has received
far fewer funds because of a perception it  is
unlikely to win the election, political strategists
said. The opposition party has been hampered by
its inability to forge a national alliance to take on
Modi and has struggled to capitalize on discon-
tent against the BJP over a lack of jobs and dis-

tressed farm incomes. Modi has been topping
polls as India’s most popular politician, well ahead
of Congress President Rahul Gandhi. 

Long election 
Money has become critical in elections given

the country’s 1.3 billion population, its voting over
39 days and the sheer complexity of the elec-
torate, in terms of region, religion, language, and
caste. A tradition of doling out freebies to sway
voters only adds to costs. Authorities say they
have seized goods and cash worth about $456
million since March 26. “This war chest gives the
BJP significant advantages,” said Milan Vaishnav,
d irector  of  the Carnegie  Endowment  for
International Peace’s South Asia programme.
“Money is useful for wooing voters but also for
keeping networks of party workers and influ-
encers well lubricated.” 

Par l iamentary candidates ’  expenditure  is
capped at up to 7 million Indian rupees (about
$100,000), but the limit is widely flouted, and
political parties are allowed to spend freely. The
New Delhi-based Centre for Media Studies (CMS)
estimates almost $8.6 billion will be spent on this
year’s vote, roughly twice the 2014 election. The
figure would surpass OpenSecrets.org’s estimate
that $6.5 billion was spent in the 2016 US presi-
dential and congressional elections. 

Recent reforms under Modi may have fueled
the spending spree: Companies can fund parties
anonymously through new ‘electoral bonds’ and
they no longer face a donations cap. Activists say
that  g ives  corporat ions  too much sway and
obscures ties between politicians and business-
men. About 95 percent of electoral bonds snapped
up in a first tranche offering last year went to the
BJP, according to data reviewed by Reuters
through a Right To Information request and BJP
filings. 

When asked whether the BJP had a financial
advantage, party spokesman Anil Baluni said “it is
not an unfair advantage”. “I guess maybe the BJP
does believe in taking maximum donations by
cheque or through bonds... We are the largest
political party in the country,” Baluni added. He
said he did not have information on the prove-
nance of  funds or  the uses . Pawan Khera , a

Congress spokesman, said this was “turning out to
be the most unequal election,” but did not provide
specifics. 

Modi retains backers 
Modi was elected in 2014 as a darling of the

business community. His star has dimmed some-
what, in part due to fallout from a shock 2016 deci-
sion to scrap then circulating high-value banknotes,
but with some businesses wary of a fragile opposi-
tion coalition coming to power, Modi retains back-
ers. “Modi has made business easier,” said busi-
nessman Sunil Alagh, who heads consulting firm
SKA Advisors and sits on several boards. Still,
business titans tend to give to several parties to
hedge their bets, politicians and executives say. 

Mukesh Ambani, Asia’s richest man and the boss
of the Reliance Industries conglomerate, hails from
Modi’s home state of Gujarat and his family has
praised the prime minister publicly. Ambani even
splashed Modi’s face on advertisements for the
Reliance Jio telecoms launch in 2016. But last
month, Mumbai-based Ambani endorsed Congress
candidate Milind Deora, appearing in a video say-
ing “Milind is the man for South Bombay.” Deora’s
politician father was a close friend of the Ambanis. 

Bind over bonds 
Under the electoral bond scheme announced by

Finance Minister Arun Jaitley last year, individuals
and companies can anonymously buy as many
bonds as they wish to in denominations ranging
from 1,000 rupees to 10 million rupees and deposit
them in a party account at the State Bank of India
(SBI). “The electoral bond scheme .... envisages
total clean money and substantial transparency,”
Jaitley said in a Facebook post. 

Activists say the opposite is true. “If you do not
know the donor and you do not know who the
money is given to, where is the transparency?
Dubious donations are now legitimized,” said
Jagdeep Chhokar, a founder of the Delhi-based
Association for Democratic Reforms. When Reuters
reporters visited SBI branches during bond sales in
Delhi and Mumbai this year, a handful of men who
described themselves as politicians or company
representat ives were wait ing to open bank
accounts or buy bonds. SBI officials declined to
provide details on the sales.  —Reuters
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