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FOOD TRENDS > Grains

a
ncient grains may be a niche market but it’s 
a niche that’s thriving. Driven by consumer 
health issues, greater acceptance of whole 
grains, and the continuing gluten-free trend, 

ancient grains and products that contain them appear poised 
for further growth.

Technically, most of the grains we eat — wheat too — are an-
cient in that they originated thousands of years ago. Nowadays, 
the term refers to lesser-known grains and seeds that include 
spelt, kamut, amaranth, millet, quinoa and te! . Not only do 
these varieties boast high levels of protein, vitamins, miner-
als, " bre, phytochemicals and antioxidants, some advocates 
argue that they are more nutritious than modern grains, which 
have been bred to increase yields and simplify processing. In 
addition, ancient grains such as millet, quinoa and te!  are 
gluten-free, a key advantage for the millions of North Americans 
diagnosed with celiac disease or who su! er from some other 
wheat sensitivity.

Industry observers link the ancient grains’ revival to in-
creased awareness of the health bene" ts of whole grains in 

general. Eating diverse grains whole — that is, 
with their bran, germ and endosperm — 
has been shown to reduce the risks of 

heart disease, stroke, cancer, diabetes 
and obesity. “# e medical evidence 
is clear: few foods can o! er such 
bene" ts,” says Cynthia Harriman, 
director of Food and Nutrition 

Strategies at the U.S.-based Whole 

Grains Council. Governments in Canada and south of the 
border urge consumers to eat at least half of their daily grain 
servings from whole grain sources, and the Whole Grains 
Council has developed a special stamp to help consumers 
around the world " nd authentic whole grain products.

The whole grains surge
Consumers seem to be getting the message. According to NPD 
Group research conducted for the Whole Grains Council, whole 
grain consumption in the U.S. climbed 20 per cent from 2005 
to 2008. # e same research showed that 18- to 34-year-olds con-
sumed the most whole grains, while a paper from Agriculture 
and Agri-Food Canada (Whole Grain Claims, 2012) identi" es 
health-conscious baby boomers as driving future demand. At 
the same time, consumer palates are adapting to the richer tastes 
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and denser textures of whole grains. 
In a 2009 Kellogg Co. survey, for 
instance, 36 per cent of respondents 

said that they bought whole grains 
because of the taste, up from just 13 

per cent in 2006.
In view of these " gures, it’s not surprising that 

nearly 20 times as many new whole grain products were 
launched worldwide in 2010 as in 2000, according to mar-
ket researcher Mintel. Of these, bakery, breakfast cereals and 
snacks accounted for the largest group, with side dishes and 
meals making rapid gains. At the same time, the industry is 
researching and " nding solutions to the formulation challenges 
of working with whole grains. For example, Kraft Foods has 
just " led a patent for a new method of producing whole grain 
$ our that would reduce starch damage and extend shelf life.

A full spectrum of players
Per capita consumption of ancient grains isn’t monitored, but 
Harriman estimates that it’s probably less than one per cent, 
based on " gures for non-mainstream grains like barley and rye. 
Not a mass market certainly, but one with enough potential to 
have persuaded many players to participate, from small-scale 
growers and value-added artisan suppliers, to nutraceutical 
companies and big processors.

At the smaller end of the scale is Alberta’s Gold Forest Grains, 
a 400-acre organic farm that has grown and milled ancient and 

heirloom grains since 2006, selling directly to local consumers 
and small retailers in the Edmonton, Alta. area. Farm owner 
John Schneider says he’s seen the popularity of these grains 
explode, boosting sales of his own crops by as much as 700 
per cent over last year. He attributes the growth spike to the 
local food movement and the gluten-free trend, but mostly 
to a rise in health consciousness. “We’re really beginning to 
appreciate the bene" ts of insoluble " bre and entire-grain 
$ ours,” says Schneider.

David Zivot, founder of Toronto’s Grainstorm, agrees. 
An artisan operation launched in 2009, Grainstorm sources 
organic ancient and heritage whole grains, grinds them fresh 

to maximize nutrition, and creates vacuum-sealed mixes for 
mu%  ns, cookies, quick breads and pancakes. # e mixes retail 
in 158 Canadian stores, mostly in Ontario, but with distribu-
tion in Western Canada slated for early this year. Zivot believes 
Grainstorm has reached a tipping point in its growth and is 
now in a position to consider entering the U.S. market. “We’ve 
seen real growth in consumer understanding and engagement, 
especially in the last six months,” he notes. “# ree years ago, 
we had a product, an idea. Now we’re a company with a vision. 
In 25 years, we’d like to be to fresh-ground whole grains what 
Starbucks is to fresh-ground co! ee.” 

Functional food applications
Ancient grains are also well positioned to meet rising demand 
for functional foods that are healthy and plant-based, says 
Christine In" lise of Quadra Ingredients. “Consumers want to 
derive their daily vitamin and mineral needs directly from their 
food. # ey also want to eat less meat, increase their protein 
levels, and consume foods that are gluten-free, allergen-free 
and natural.” To provide food solutions, Quadra partners with 
BI Nutraceuticals to supply quinoa, chia and $ ax, either as 
whole seeds or milled to speci" c particle sizes, for use in muf-
" ns, cereals and protein bars. “As people become more aware of 
the bene" cial e! ects, we’ll see more new products formulated 
with ancient grains,” In" lise says.

When it comes to bigger industry players, Nature’s Path 
Organic, Dempster’s, Country Harvest, PC Organics and 
others o! er several products containing ancient grains. Most 
recently, processing giant ConAgra Mills launched a line of 
ancient grains gluten-free $ ours. “When ConAgra gets into 
the market, with the volumes they do, more will be likely to 
follow,” says Harriman.

Over the longer term, Harriman adds, climate change may 
also drive the market for ancient grains. “# e geographic 
areas where wheat is traditionally grown are becoming drier and 
less fertile. What can we grow instead? Ancient grains such as 
sorghum, quinoa and te!  are not only nutritious, they’re 
adaptable to a variety of growing conditions.” 
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New enerjive Quinoa Skinny Crackers are natural and gluten-free.
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