
       

This Insight discusses Sorghum and the work being undertaken to make it a more desirable food 

crop whilst also educating people about it.  
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The scientists at the University of 

Queensland work with sorghum to make 

it a more desirable crop and food, whilst 

also educating people about it.  

I have utilised some of the points these 

scientists raised in an article in Phytogen 

(Vol. 3 No 2, September 2001).  

 

Sorghum is the world’s 5th most important cereal crop and is grown as the staple crop of some 300 

million people living in the semi-arid tropics.  Sorghum is known as a 'poor man’s crop', grown on the 

marginal land where other cereals are not so successful. Sorghum is a C4 plant* that can tolerate high 

temperature and drought.  

Sorghum along with the millet is certainly the most drought-tolerant cereals.  The drought tolerance is 

partly due to its higher water use efficiency when compared to other cereals that belong to C3 plants, such 

as wheat, barley and oat.  Sorghum is consumed as bread and porridge, and for making beer.   

Chickens, unlike ruminants, can extract more of the carbohydrate and protein energy from sorghum than 

any other cereals.   

With the global warming requiring some change in the cropping system, sorghum cultivars are flexible 

crops to be tried in sub-tropics experiencing more than normal cycles of drought and heat.  *Most crop 

plants (some 95% of all crops) are referred to as C3 plants.  C3 plants have the normal photosynthetic 

pathway in which the CO2 is first fixed into a 3-carbon compound.   

In C4 plants, the first compound after CO2 fixation is a 4-carbon compound.  The C4 plants of importance 

in agriculture are sugarcane, maize, sorghum and millet.   

In C3 species the rate of photosynthesis increase with rising CO2, while in C4 plants that have a more 

efficient system of utilising and storing CO2, the response to higher levels of CO2 in atmosphere is much 

less, (e.g. these plants photosynthesise faster at normal CO2 levels and thus have a higher water use 

efficiency than C3 plants, and also better tolerance to heat and drought). 

 


