WhatsApp is a lin.k. in India’s food chain

The application has proved
a boon for rural farmers,
home cooks and chefs

BY PRIYA KRISHNA

Anil Bandawane, a farmer living outside
Pune, India, was fed up with the poor ad-
vice he was getting from the govern- -
ment’s national hotline for agricultural
queries. Life as a farmer in India can be
isolating, and he felt cut off from his
peers.

So he started a WhatsApp group
called Baliraja, which roughly means
“farmer king” in the Marathi language.
The group, which allows his fellow farm-
ers across the country to exchange ex-
pertise and support on the popular mes-
saging platform, gained so much trac-
tion that Mr. Bandawane has created
more than a dozen deferent subgroups
for various districts. ! e, ‘ |
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Bharathy Gopalakrishnan, a stay-at- Anil Bandawane, left, a farmer living outside Pune, started a WhatsApp group for farm-
home mother, wanted to make a little  ers across India to exchange expertise and support.

money from some leftover red-velvet
cupcakes. That idea turned into PB
Kitchen, a WhatsApp group she founded
to allow the women in her apartment.
complex to buy and sell one another’s
homemade dishes, including burgers,
cakes, sambars and vadas.

Around the same time, Krishna
Prasad, the director of an organic-agri-
culture advocacy group, and Abhishek -
Naik, a scientist, were looking for a way

_to share healthy recipes and informa-

tion about organic food. So they created
a WhatsApp group, Anna Arogya (“food
for good health” in Kannada).

It has been three years since India’s
prime minister; Narendra Modi, started
Digital India, an initiative to increase in-
ternet connectivity across the country,
especially in rural areas. WhatsApp,
which is owned by Facebook, has be-
come the medium of choice: Itis free, re-
quires only an 1nternet connection and
often comes installed on new phones. As
aresult, India now has more users of the
application — over 200 million, or onein
six Indians — than any other country, a
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Themas Zacharias, the executive chef at the Mumbai restaurant Bombay Canteen, uses  Aysha Tanya, a founder of the food and culture publication The Goya Journal, uses Krishna Prasad, the director of an organic-agriculture advocacy group, and Abhishek
WhatsApp groups to train new employees on the menu and to devise dishes. WhatsApp to get recipes from her mother. 3 Naik, a scientist, created a WhatsApp group to share healthy recipes.
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WhatsApp spokeswoman said. That sat-
uration has often led to misuse: Various
groups have deployed WhatsApp to
spread false news, incite mob violence
and manipulate votes during elections
in India and other nations.

But among Indians who produce,
Cook or care about food, the service has
been a godsend. In a country where culi-
nary traditions are often spoken but not
written, WhatsApp has provided an
open, democratic forum where Indians
can share and codify their knowledge
and skills, in new ways and even profit
from them.

- “One of the problems with document-

ing Indian food is that the people who
prepare it” — mainly homemakers,

farmers and young cooks — “tend to be ;

less empowered and less formally edu-
cated,” said Vikram Doctor, 51, a journal-
ist in Mumbai. “They just don’t docu-
ment. They are not comfortable using a
computer or blogging, or people just
don’t ask them.”

WhatsApp’s interface is simple and
unfussy, with easy-to-navigate tabs for
messages and calls. Aysha Tanya, 29, a
founder of the food and culture publica-
tion The Goya Journal, said she uses
WhatsApp to get recipes from her
mother, becauseit’s the only digital plat-
form that people her mother’s age feel
confident using. - :

“She sends us these voice notes on
WhatsApp messages that allow her to
give the really, really tiny details” Ms.
Tanya said, “like ‘Brown the onions and
listen to this sound. It is so much more
personal” (In a text message, on the

After the floods in Kerala in August,
Ms. Gopalakrishnan sent a message to
PB Kitchen members asking for dona-
tions of chapati, an Indian bread. “We
put a message at night, and by 10 a.m.
we had between 2,000 and 2,500 chap-
atis that we packed and sent,” she said.
“I felt really proud of this group.”

Being a homemaker, Ms. Gopalakr-

ishnan said, is a thankless job. With PB

Kitchen, “people feel that their food is
wanted, and they are earning on the
side.”

Similarly, Mr. Bandawane said his
group, Bawarji, functions not only as a
support group for farmers in India,
where a startling number have killed

- themselves over unpaid debts on seed

purchases; it has also connected mem-
bers to financial resources: He said a
photo of a poor farmer posted to the
group caught the attention of the head of
a charitable trust, who bought the
farmer oxen to plow his fields.

The beneficiaries of this WhatsApp-
based food culture are mainly in India,
but there are signs of cross-pollination:
Mr. Mistry has received inquiries from
people in Singapore and the United Arab
Emirates about his mangoes, and Mr,
Bandawane plans to start a WhatsApp
group for farmers in Thailand.

STILL, THE SERVICE has its flaws. It has
spread  culinary * misinformation:
kitchen hacks that don’t work; unprov-

. en theories about supposedly danger-

ous foods.
Mr. Naik, the scientist, said many
plant-based home remedies posted to
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Thomas Zacharias, the executive chef at the Mumbal restaurant Bombay Canteen, uses
WhatsApp groups to train new employees on the menu and to devise dishes.
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WhatsApp spokeswoman said. That sat-
uration has often led to misuse: Various
groups have deployed WhatsApp to
spread false news, incite mob violence
and manipulate votes during elections
in India and other nations.

But among Indians who produce,
cook or care about food, the service has
been a godsend. In a country where culi-
nary traditions are often spoken but not
written, WhatsApp has provided an
open, democratic forum where Indians
can share and codify their knowledge
and skills, in new ways and even profit
from them. :

“One of the problems with document-
ing Indian food is that the people who
prepare it” — mainly homemakers,

farmers and young cooks — “tend to be

less empowered and less formally edu-
cated,” said Vikram Doctor, 51, a journal-
st in Mumbai. “They just don’t docu-
ment. They are not comfortable using a
computer or blogging, or people just
don’t ask them.”

WhatsApp’s interface is simple and
unfussy, with easy-to-navigate tabs for
messages and calls. Aysha Tanya, 29, a
founder of the food and culture publica-
tion The Goya Journal, said she uses
WhatsApp to get recipes from her
mother, because it’s the only digital plat-
form that people her mothers age feel

- confident using.

“She sends us these voice notes on
WhatsApp messages that allow her to
give the really, really tiny details,” Ms.
Tanya said, “like ‘Brown the onions and
listen to this sound.’ It is so much more
personal.” (In a text message, on the
other hand, sending and downloading a
lengthy voice note could drain a phone’s
data and cost money.)

NOSHIRWAN MISTRY, 44, sells and delivers
mangoes grown on his farm in Ladghar
south of Mumbai.

He is able to get an internet connec-
tion about three miles outside town, so
he uses WhatsApp to send photos of the
fruit, as it is growing, to potential buyers
all over the country.

“WhatsApp is my best marketing
tool,” he said, a good way to quickly
show the quality of the mangoes. Even
when he posts advertisements on other
social media channels, customers still
contact him on WhatsApp.

Mr. Mistry also uses the flpphcanon to
pass along lore, like how to know
whether mangoes have been naturally
ripened (the smell should be apparent
from at least 13 feet away, he said), and
the proper way to handle the prized Al-
phonso variety. (“They are just like
eggs: if they bang a little, they rot.”)

He could publish his mango knowl-

edge on a blog, he said, “but how many
would be reading it?” WhatsApp
“shares my information to a much
larger audience,” and in a targeted man-
ner.

In India’s restaurant industry, a busi-
ness dominated by young hourly work-
ers, WhatsApp has become the predom-
inant means of communication. Thomas
Zacharias, 32, the executive chef and a
partner at the Mumbai restaurant Bom-
bay Canteen, said he belongs to more
than 20 WhatsApp groups that span the
restaurant’s various departments.

He uses the groups to train new em-
ployees on the menu, devise dishes and
motivate the staff.

“I have a lot of folks who haven't even
graduated from high school, but they

" are really comfortable using Whats-

App,” he said. “WhatsApp breaks that

SAMYUKTA LAKSHMI FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Aysha Tanya, a founder of the food and culture publication The Goya Journal, uses

WhatsApp to get recipes from her mother.

barrier, and doesn’t judge based on
background or upbringing.”

Before creating their organic advoca-
cy group Anna Arogya, Mr. Naik, 32, and
Mr. Prasad, 48, considered starting a
Facebook group or a website instead.
But Mr. Naik, the director of a sustain-
able agriculture organization called Sa-
haja Samrudha, said he found Facebook
to be riddled with advertisements and
hard to navigate; creating a website
would have required hiring developers
— and many in the WhatsApp group
don’t even have computers.

What about Instagram, the favored
platform for sharing food information in
much of the world?

“Putting up Instagram posts is seen
as dodgy, since you aren’t knowing how
many people are really seeing it,” Ms.
Tanya said. ;

WHATSAPP'S WIDE ACCESSIBILITY. allows it
to function as a dynamic database for In-
dians from various generations to
record and share their food knowledge
— often for the first time.

Saee Koranne-Khandekar, 36, a writ-
er and culinary consultant in Mumbai,
created a WhatsApp group for her fam-
ily, with about 50 members. So many
recipes were being exchanged, particu-
larly by older relatives, that she turned
the messages and photos into a family
cookbook in 2014. &

What she liked most about the appli-
cation was that it “allowed for active de-
bate over recipes,” she said. “If some-
body said, ‘This cook in the family used
to make onion pakoras using sliced on-
ions, someone else would come on and
say, ‘No, he didn’t slice them, he chopped
them fme ot
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Krishna Prasad, the director of an organic-agriculture advocacy group, and Abhishek
Naik, a scientist, created a WhatsApp group to share healthy recipes.
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Bharathy Gopalakrishnan, with glass, founded PB Kitchen, a WhatsApp group that allows the women in her apartment complex to buy and sell one another’s homemade cuisine.

Sharanya Deepak, a food writer in
New Delhi, said older cooks used to be
reluctant to share recipes. On Whats-
App, where messages are freely and fre-
quently exchanged, “they seem to give
away secrets more easily” said Ms.
Deepak, who for years had pestered her
mother’s friend for a recipe for rajma
chawal (kidney beans and rice). But
when asked on WhatsApp, “she sent me
the screen shot right away.”

Groups like these can provide not only
a voice for their food-loving members,
but also a source of income.

Asha Nair, 38, a member of Ms.
Gopalakrishnan’s PB Kitchen, started
offering homemade spice powders on
the group. They sold so quickly that in
2016 she started her own food company,
Health to All, which conducts most of its
business on WhatsApp.

After the floods in Kerala in August,
Ms. Gopalakrishnan sent a message to
PB Kitchen members asking for dona-
tions of chapati, an Indian bread. “We
put a message at night, and by 10 a.m.
we had between 2,000 and 2,500 chap-
atis that we packed and sent,” she said.
“I felt really proud of this group.”

Being a homemaker, Ms. Gopalakr-
ishnan said, is a thankless job. With PB
Kitchen, “people feel that their food is
wanted, and they are earning on the
side.”

Similarly, Mr. Bandawane said his
group, Bawariji, functions not only as a
support group for farmers in India,
where a startling number have killed
themselves over unpaid debts on seed
purchases; it has also connected mem-
bers to financial resources: He said a
photo of a poor farmer posted to the
group caught the attention of the head of
a charitable trust, who bought the
farmer oxen to plow his fields.

The beneficiaries of this WhatsApp-
based food culture are mainly in India,
but there are signs of cross-pollination:
Mr. Mistry has received inquiries from
people in Singapore and the United Arab
Emirates about his mangoes, and Mr.
Bandawane plans to start a WhatsApp
group for farmers in Thailand.

STILL, THE SERVICE has its flaws. It has
spread ¢ + misinfermation:
kitchen hacks that don’t work; unprov-

. en theories about supposedly danger-

ous foods.

Mr. Naik, the scientist, said many
plant-based home remedies posted to
Anna Arogya have turned out to be
hoaxes. This is especially problematic
for his organic-advocacy group, he add-
ed, as members turn to it as a credible
source of health advice. :

There’s also the issue of noise. Whats-
App users in India are well known for
sending a constant stream of daily
“Good Morning!” messages, jokes and
videos, regardless of their relevance.
Mr. Naik said he has had to remove sev-
eral people from his group for flooding
the chat with emoticons and greetings.

But Ms. Tanya, the Goya Journal co-
founder, remains optimistic about
WhatsApp's impact on India’s food cul-
ture. She recalled interviewing Ummi
Abdulla, an expert on the Muslim cui-
sine of Malabar, in Kerala, for an article,
Ms. Abdulla, 84, is known for cooking
traditional food, but for Ms. Tanya, “she
made this dish that was so innovative
and out of the box: It was homemade
bread in the shape of a cone, stuffed with .
minced mutton.”

What had inspired such creativity?
Ms. Abdulla was frank: She had seen the
dish on WhatsApp.




