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INTRODUCTION 
Dr. Martin Price, co-founder of ECHO and former 
head of ECHO‟s Agricultural Resources 
Department, has said, “I would consider chaya to be 
one of the five most important underutilized food 
plants ECHO distributes. I give it this rank because 
of its ability to thrive in both arid and rainy regions, 
its little need for care or extra fertility, its lack of 
insect or disease pests, its high production per square 
foot, and the exceptional nutritional value of its 
cooked leaves.”  

Frank Martin, Ruth Ruberte, and Laura Meitzner 
agreed; in their book Edible Leaves of the Tropics, 
they wrote, “As a year-round source of high-quality 
food in a wide range of conditions, it is one of the 
most important edible-leaved plants for the tropics.” 

And in an article in Economic Botany 56(4), “The 
Ethnobotany of Chaya,” Jeffrey Ross-Ibarra and 
Alvaro Molina-Cruz concluded, “Its high nutritive 
value, ease of propagation, productivity, tolerance of 
poor growth conditions, and resistance to pests and 
disease all make chaya a valuable potential crop that 
could benefit peoples of many different regions.” 

Chaya Plant 
Photo by Martin Price 

Close-up of chaya leaves 
Photo by Martin Price 
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Chaya grows easily in Cambodia 
Chaya (Cnidoscolus chayamansa or C. 
aconitifolius) is a perennial plant that grows 
easily throughout Cambodia. Many people know 
it by the name “spinach tree”. If left alone, a 
Chaya plant can grow to be a small tree about 4-
5m high. By pruning the plant, it grows to be a 
bushy shrub about 1.5-2m high. This is what 
many people do when they grow Chaya as a 
“living fence” around their gardens and 
elsewhere on their land. 

Chaya is rich in essential nutrients 
Chaya leaves are an excellent source of a 
number of essential nutrients for a healthy, 
balanced diet. In fact, Chaya is more nutritious 
than many green leafy vegetables such as spinach, Chinese cabbage and amaranth. The leaves are very 
high in protein, calcium, iron and vitamins A and C. The precise nutritional value of Chaya depends on the 
cultivar. The following table summarizes the range of nutrition values found in a 100g serving of Chaya, and 
the percentages of recommended daily intakes of key nutrients. 

Nutritional Values for Chaya (100g serving) 
 Actual 

Quantities 
% Daily 
Value Why Eat Chaya? 

Protein 6.2 - 7.4 g 12-15% Protein builds muscles. One serving of Chaya 
has the same amount protein as an egg. 

Calcium  200 - 330 mg 20-33% 
Calcium builds strong bones. Chaya has more 
calcium than any other vegetable. 

Iron  9.3 - 11.4 mg 42-52% Iron is good for healthy blood and more energy. 
Chaya has two times the iron as spinach. 

Vitamin A  1,357 IU 27% Vitamin A prevents night blindness and protects 
the body against infections. 

Vitamin C  165 - 205 mg 275-342% Vitamin C builds strong bones, protects against 
infections and helps the body absorb iron. 

Sources: Nature’s Solution to Malnutrition. www.MiraclesInAction.org (accessed 13 May 2013). Pacific 
Islands Farm Manual, Tropical Perennial Vegetable Leaflet No. 4, August 1994. 

 

Building Chaya into your diet 
Young leaves and the thick, tender stem tips are the parts of the Chaya plant that people eat, although the 
older leaves can also be cooked and eaten.  

x In general, Chaya leaves are boiled in the same way as spinach.  

Technical Bulletin #92: 
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C O N D I T I O N S  F O R  M O V E M E N T S

Don’t forget the “culture” in agriculture. The 
spread of our interventions is directly related 
to the similarity of the intervention to existing 
practices 

Ex: Indonesians across the country already eat 
cassava leaves which are cooked and prepared 
in the same way as chaya 



T H I N K I N G  M O V E M E N T S

Focus on improving on what a group is already 
doing and already has rather than seeking to 
introduce something they have never done or 
had before.  

Ex: People are familiar with eating edible 
perennials in West Java like katuk so introducing 
a new edible perennial was more easily accepted 
for example than doing home vegetable gardens 
which is not commonly done in West Java 



M O V E M E N T  P O T E N T I A L

If an intervention is able not just to be 
practiced but actually promoted and 
multiplied by common people, its has a 
chance for rapid spread 

Ex: Since chaya simply requires cutting and 
replanting stalks for propagation, almost any 
Indonesian can do it without training 



A D D I T I O N A L

1.Print a simple brochure 
2.Work with spreaders 
3.Address issues that arise 
4.Seize unexpected developments; “chaya-
chaya” video 
5. Promote as food not medicine or animal 
fodder 


