
 

 
 www.agrirootsmagazine.in        

Volume 4, Issue 1 I January, 2026 

 

12 

 

 

 

ARTICLE ID: 0319 

Sheetanu Singh 

Department of Biochemistry, Acharya Narendra Deva University of Agriculture and Technology 

 

alabar spinach (Basella alba L. and 

Basella rubra L.) is a highly nutritious, 

climate-resilient leafy vegetable that 

remains underutilized in many regions of the world 

despite its excellent food 

value, adaptability, and low 

production costs. Native to 

tropical Asia, Malabar 

spinach is widely cultivated 

in India, Sri Lanka, 

Southeast Asia, China, and 

parts of Africa. Although 

commonly referred to as <spinach,= it is botanically 

distinct from true spinach (Spinacia oleracea). 

Its vigorous growth, tolerance to heat and humidity, 

and continuous leaf production make it an important 

alternative leafy vegetable, particularly under changing 

climatic conditions that threaten conventional 

vegetable crops. 

Botanical Description 

Malabar spinach belongs to the family Basellaceae and 

is a fast-growing, perennial, succulent vine, 

generally cultivated as an annual crop. Two main 

cultivated species are recognized: 

• Basella alba 3 characterized by green stems, 

petioles, and leaves 

• Basella rubra 3 characterized by reddish-purple 

stems, veins, and petioles due to the presence of 

anthocyanin pigments 

The plant produces 

thick, fleshy, heart-

shaped leaves arranged 

alternately along the 

stem. Flowers are small, 

bisexual, white to pink 

in color, and borne in 

axillary or terminal spikes. The fruit is a fleshy, dark 

purple berry containing a single seed.  

Its climbing or trailing growth habit allows rapid 

spread over trellises, fences, or walls, making it well 

suited for vertical gardening and urban cultivation 

systems. 

Nutritional Value and Health Benefits 

Malabar spinach is nutritionally rich and compares 

favorably with commonly consumed leafy vegetables 

such as spinach, amaranth, and fenugreek. 

Nutrient Composition 

• Vitamin A (³-carotene): Essential for vision, 

immune function, and skin health 
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• Vitamin C: Acts as an antioxidant and enhances 

iron absorption 

• Iron: Helps prevent iron-deficiency anemia 

• Calcium and Magnesium: Important for bone 

health and metabolic functions 

• Dietary Fiber: Improves digestion and supports gut 

health 

In addition, Malabar spinach contains bioactive 

compounds such as phenolics, flavonoids, and 

anthocyanins (particularly in B. rubra), which exhibit 

strong antioxidant activity and may help reduce the risk 

of chronic diseases. 

The mucilaginous nature of cooked leaves provides a 

soothing effect on the digestive tract and is 

traditionally used to relieve gastric irritation and 

constipation. 

Culinary Uses 

Malabar spinach is widely used in traditional cuisines 

across Asia and Africa. Although its texture differs 

from that of true spinach, its mild flavor makes it 

highly adaptable to various dishes. 

Common Culinary Applications 

• Stir-frying with garlic, onion, and spices 

• Inclusion in soups, stews, and curries 

• Cooking with lentils, pulses, or coconut-based 

gravies 

• Light steaming or sautéing as a side vegetable 

• Consumption of tender leaves and shoots raw in 

salads 

When cooked, the leaves become soft and slightly 

slippery, similar to okra, a texture appreciated in many 

traditional food systems. 

Agronomic Advantages 

Malabar spinach exhibits several agronomic traits that 

make it ideal for low-input and climate-resilient 

agriculture. 

Key Agronomic Benefits 

• Thrives under high temperatures and humid 

conditions 

• Performs well in marginal and low-fertility soils 

• Shows resistance to many common pests and 

diseases 

• Requires relatively less irrigation compared to 

conventional leafy greens 

• Suitable for home gardens, pots, rooftop gardens, 

and urban agriculture 

• Provides continuous harvest over an extended 

growing period 

Unlike true spinach, which bolts rapidly under warm 

conditions, Malabar spinach maintains vegetative 

growth throughout the summer, ensuring a consistent 

supply of leafy vegetables. 

Role as an Underutilized Crop 

Despite its nutritional and agronomic advantages, 

Malabar spinach remains underutilized and poorly 

commercialized. 

Reasons for Underutilization 

• Limited consumer awareness beyond traditional 

growing regions 

• Market preference for familiar leafy vegetables 

• Lack of organized seed production and distribution 

systems 

• Limited research and breeding efforts 

• Consumer unfamiliarity with its mucilaginous 

texture 
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Nevertheless, underutilized and neglected crops such 

as Malabar spinach are increasingly recognized for 

their importance in sustainable agriculture, climate 

adaptation, and nutritional security. 

Importance in Food and Nutritional Security 

Malabar spinach holds considerable potential for 

enhancing food and nutritional security, particularly in 

tropical and subtropical regions. 

Potential Contributions 

• Diversification of diets and improved micronutrient 

intake 

• Year-round availability of leafy vegetables 

• Support for kitchen gardens and smallholder 

farming systems 

• Inclusion in school feeding and community 

nutrition programs 

• Reduced dependence on high-input, resource-

intensive crops 

Its rapid growth and ability to provide multiple 

harvests make it especially suitable for household-level 

food production. 

Medicinal and Traditional Uses 

In traditional medicine systems, Malabar spinach has 

been used for various therapeutic purposes, 

including: 

• Relief from constipation due to mild laxative 

properties 

• Improvement of digestion and gut health 

• Cooling effect on the body in hot climates 

• Support for skin and eye health 

• Use of leaf paste for treating wounds, burns, and 

skin inflammations 

Although these uses are well documented in 

ethnobotanical literature, further pharmacological and 

clinical research is required for scientific validation. 

Conclusion 

Malabar spinach is a classic example of an 

underutilized leafy vegetable with immense potential 

for improving nutrition, agricultural sustainability, and 

climate resilience. Its rich nutrient profile, adaptability 

to adverse environmental conditions, and ease of 

cultivation make it an excellent candidate for wider 

promotion and integration into modern food systems. 

Increasing consumer awareness, strengthening seed 

systems, and incorporating Malabar spinach into 

nutrition-sensitive agricultural programs can help 

unlock the full potential of this valuable yet neglected 

crop. 
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