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Small fish have long been a staple food in many low- and middle-income countries, yet their potential for addressing
malnutrition and food security is only beginning to be realised. A new technical paper from the UNâ??s Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) takes a broad look at all things small â?? from the fish themselves to the small-scale fishers who catch
them, the small quantities they can be sold in, their (typically) low cost and the rich micronutrients they contain.

The nutritional value of small fish can be extraordinary, defying their tiny size â?? they are rich in animal proteins, omega-3
fatty acids and micronutrients and as they are often eaten whole, consumers benefit from micronutrients found in the head,
bones, and other parts that may be discarded in larger fish. Consuming small fish also enhances the absorption of iron and
zinc from fruits and vegetables. Accessibility is also important â?? small fish are often cheaper than other animal-source foods
and can be purchased in small quantities.

The new FAO paper Small fish for food security and nutrition makes a compelling case that food insecurity and poverty can
also be addressed through the harvesting and production of small fish, which form an important part of local livelihoods,
particularly in coastal communities. Arguing that the small-scale fishers and local food systems that put these fish on the table
have proven to be particularly resilient to global shocks, the paper concludes that globally, small fish are an undervalued
resource for food security, nutrition and livelihoods, and could contribute to multiple Sustainable Development Goals.

WorldFish continues its pioneering research on small fish to tackle malnutrition and livelihoods while also empowering
women. In India, for example, where more than a third of children have stunted growth, WorldFish scientists innovated mass
breeding of mola, an indigenous small fish, rich in micronutrients. The project, integrated with the Odisha state
governmentâ??s Mission Shakti initiative for womenâ??s empowerment, produced more than 7 million mola hatchlings
between June and September 2022, which were distributed to womenâ??s self-help groups, improving access to nutrient-rich
food, particularly for women and children in rural communities.
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In Cambodia, indigenous small fish were successfully integrated into homestead ponds with carp and vegetable production,
diversifying diets with nutrient-dense small fish while adding income from surplus fish.


