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Introduction
The dominance of water-intensive crops such as wheat and rice has resulted in significant groundwater depletion, soil degradation, and biodiversity loss. The revival of indigenous millets like jowar presents a unique opportunity to address these crises by enhancing food security, water conservation, and rural biodiversity health. This paper explores how integrating jowar into India's Mid-Day Meal (MDM) Scheme through decentralized local millet procurement can provide a climate-resilient solution while improving child nutrition and smallholder farmer incomes.

Objectives
1. Examine the role of jowar-based regenerative agriculture in improving soil and biodiversity health.
2. Evaluate the impact of millet procurement for the Mid-Day Meal Scheme on food security and child nutrition.
3. Identify policy gaps in promoting millet-based local procurement and pricing mechanisms.
4. Provide actionable recommendations for integrating jowar into PDS and school meal programs while enhancing biodiversity conservation.
Methodology

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining:
· Case studies from states like Karnataka, and Maharashtra on millet integration in public food programs.
· Comparative policy analysis of wheat-rice hegemony versus millet-based procurement models.
· Interviews with stakeholders, including policymakers, farmers, and nutrition experts.
· Ecological assessment of jowar’s regenerative farming benefits on soil and biodiversity.
· Theoretical analysis using Frank’s dependency theory to examine how millet-based local food systems challenge the economic and structural dependencies created by wheat and rice monocultures

Findings

1. Jowar as a Climate-Resilient Crop:
· Requires 80% less water than wheat and rice.
· Enhances soil organic matter, improving long-term agricultural sustainability.
· Breaks dependency cycles by offering a locally viable alternative to wheat and rice, aligning with Frank’s underdevelopment theory.
2. Biodiversity Conservation & Rural Well-Being:
· Supports pollinator-friendly farming and increases soil microbial diversity.
· Reduces reliance on synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, creating healthier farm ecosystems.
· Encourages multi-cropping systems that enhance resilience against climate variability.
· Challenges the structural hegemony of monoculture farming, which has historically marginalized indigenous grains.
3. Impact of Jowar in the MDM Scheme:
· Schools that adopted millet-based meals reported improved child nutrition levels and attendance.
· Cost-effective: Local procurement reduces transportation costs while supporting small farmers.
· Restructures food hierarchies by positioning millets as an equitable alternative to wheat-rice-based meals.
4. Policy Challenges:
· MSP for jowar remains lower than wheat and rice, discouraging production.
· Lack of decentralized procurement frameworks for local millet sourcing in school meal programs.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 
1. Policy Advocacy: Recommend policies that support regenerative agriculture and biodiversity conservation, reflecting UNEP and AFD's priorities.
2. Educational Integration: Emphasize the role of educational institutions in promoting sustainable agriculture, aligning with the sustainability initiatives of the University of Auckland and the University of Canterbury.
3. Community Engagement: Highlight the importance of community involvement in sustainable agriculture practices, resonating with UNESCO's emphasis on social dimensions in environmental initiatives.
4. Institutional Frameworks: Advocate for decentralized procurement models within India’s Public Distribution System (PDS) and school meal programs to integrate millets sustainably.
5. Alignment with UNEP-WASP: This research aligns with UNEP-WASP’s focus on food systems transformation by promoting sustainable, regenerative agriculture and fostering climate-resilient food procurement models that integrate biodiversity conservation, equitable livelihoods, and child nutrition security.



