
 

Nutritional properties of Fonio: health claims and 

evidence 

“Fonio is one of the most nutritious of all grains” Lost Crops of Africa: Grains. Edited F. R. Ruskin 
 

Amino Acids (particularly methionine and cystine)  
Like other millets, fonio is widely reported to be rich in amino acids but particularly in the amino acids 

methionine and cystine 1 2 3 4 5 6 7  which supply sulfur and other compounds required by the body for 
normal metabolism and growth. Methionine is an essential amino acid, which the body needs for health but 
cannot synthesise; it can only obtain it from food. It helps the liver to process fat, and is also a methyl 
donor, capable of giving off a molecule needed for a wide variety of chemical and metabolic reactions 
inside our body, including the manufacture of the amino acid taurine. Cystine is a major constituent of the 
proteins that make up hair, nails and skin, and is involved in major detoxification processes in the body. 

Methionine levels are higher than those found in sorghum and other millets 8 9 and the amino acid is 

reportedly deficient in other major cereals such as wheat, rice, barley and rye 5 10. When tested, fonio also 

appeared to be richer than pearl and finger millets in phenylalamine, another essential amino acid 8. 
The 

body needs phenylalanine to create various brain chemicals and thyroid hormones as well as tyrosine 
(another amino acid that it uses to make proteins). 
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Fibre, Food & Beauty for poverty reduction 



Tests have shown that the methionine level in fonio is twice that found in egg protein, 
3 4 7 leading to 

suggestions that fonio might be used to complement standard diets 
3 11

. It’s also suggested that the high 

content of these sulphur amino acids would make fonio an excellent nutritional complement to legumes 
12 1 

as most legumes are low in methionine (but high in lysine, which is lacking in cereal grains).  
 

 

Low Glycaemic Index 

 
The Glycaemic Index (GI) ranks foods based on their overall effect on blood glucose levels.  Foods that are 
slowly absorbed produce only small fluctuations in our blood glucose and insulin and therefore have a low 
rating. Choosing low GI foods is important for those with diabetes because these foods can help even out 
blood glucose levels. They can also reduce the risk of heart disease. 
 

A study by Sante Diabete Mali of the influence on glycaemia of different cereals and sauces consumed in 
Mali showed that fonio had a low GI of 56,95 +_ 8,73 (compared to sorghum, corn & white rice which had 

intermediary GIs, and sorghum paste & corn paste which had elevated GIs).
13   

 

Research 
14

 funded by USDA/Institute of Food Science Technology Dakar also showed that fonio had an 
overall lower glycemic index (GI =66) than Sorghum (GI =72) and rice (GI = 95).   
 
Similiarly, a Senegalese Project by The International Sorghum and Millet Collaborative Research Support 
Program conducted a glycemic study of sorghum comparing rice and fonio and found that a lower glycemic 

index was obtained with fonio, followed by sorghum. 
15

 
 
The research by Sante Diabete Mali concluded that food with low GI such as millet couscous and fonio 

couscous seem more appropriate for people with diabetes. 
9
 

 

In Nigeria Fonio (known as acha) sellers identify diabetic patients as their major customers 
16 

and it is also 

reported that doctors there are recommending fonio to diabetic patients. 
17
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Minerals 

Fonio is reputed to be richer in magnesium, zinc, and manganese than other cereals. 
8 18 19

 It is also 

significantly richer in thiamine (Vitamin B1), riboflavin (Vitamin B2), calcium and phosphorous than white 

rice. 
3 4 

 

 

Levels of phosphorous, an essential mineral needed by all human cells for normal function, are high 20 and 
tests by the Laboratory of Food Technology and Animal Nutrition in Mali indicate that phosphorous and 

potassium are major minerals in fonio grains. 
13  

Phosphorous is found mainly in bones and is a constituent 
of many vital compounds in the body, including ATP, DNA, and phospholipids. Potassium is crucial to heart 
function and plays a key role in skeletal and smooth muscle contraction, making it important for normal 
digestive function, while it is also an important electrolyte. 
 

Fonio also appears to have appreciable amounts of iron 
21 

 and, compared to white rice, is significantly 
richer in this essential mineral. 22  In one study fonio which had been cleaned, steam cooked and drum 

dried contained 10.74mg iron /100g. 
23  

Compare this to brown rice which, in a separate study,  contained 

1.1 ± 0.1 mg/100 g 
24 

 - appreciably less  than fonio.  However, based on a study in Mali, while levels of zinc 

in fonio appear to be consistent across regions there is more variation for iron levels . 
25  
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Fibre, Food & Beauty for Poverty Reduction is a joint project of PAN Germany, PAN UK, 

OBEPAB from Benin and Enda Pronat from Senegal. It aims to raise awareness about the many 

different food crops grown by organic cotton farmers in Africa and help them to find better 

marketing options for these, in local or export markets. 

The project is funded by Europe Aid Co-operation Office and TRAID. 

For more info on the Fibre Food & Beauty project, visit: 

http://www.pan-uk.org/food/fibre-food-beauty 


