The Power of Prolein:

Peanuls as vour kilchen's nulrienl-dense,
alfordable secrel weapon

The humble peanut, often relegated to snack bowls or childhood sandwiches, is actually one of the most
powerful tools in a chef's pantry, write Dr Carmen Muller, Dr Beulah Pretorius & Prof Hettie Schonfeldt
from the University of Pretoria

n the modern culinary landscape,
protein is no longer just a nutrient, it is
a primary driver of consumer choice,
valued for its roles in satiety, muscle
maintenance, and overall metabolic health.

For chefs, the challenge lies in meeting this
demand while managing rising food costs and
a growing preference for sustainable, plant-
based options. The humble peanut, often
relegated to snack bowls or childhood
sandwiches, is actually one of the most
powerful tools in a chef's pantry, offering a
protein-dense, affordable, and highly versatile
solution.

The building blocks:
Understanding amino acids

To truly harness the power of peanuts, one
must understand amino acids, the chemical

building blocks that combine to form proteins.

The human body utilizes 20 different amino
acids to repair tissues, build muscle, and
support the immune system.

These are categorized into three groups:

* Indispensable (Essential) Amino Acids:
There are nine of these amino acids. The
body cannot manufacture these on its
own, meaning they must be obtained
through the diet.
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* Conditionally Essential Amino Acid:
There are six of these amino acids that are
normally classified as non-essential (the
body can usually produce them). However,
they can become essential under specific
conditions such as metabolic stress, rapid
growth, illness, or trauma. Under these
conditions, it must be obtained from the
diet because the body’s production is not
sufficient.

Dispensable (Non-essential) Amino Acids:
These are the amino acids the body can
produce internally from other nutrients.

Peanuts are exceptional because they contain



all 20 amino acids in varying proportions.
They are particularly noted for having the
highest levels of arginine found in any food,
which is a conditionally essential amino acid
that is a precursor to nitric oxide, which helps
keep arteries relaxed and supports immune
function.

Solving the complete protein puzzle

A complete protein provides all nine essential
amino acids in the correct proportions for
human health. While peanuts are a protein
powerhouse, providing 25-30 grams of
protein per 100 grams, they are often low in
specific essential amino acids, primarily
methionine and sometimes threonine or
lysine.

In professional kitchens, chefs can complete
the protein profile through complementation.
This involves pairing a legume (like peanuts)
with a cereal grain (like maize, wheat, or rice).
While grains are typically deficient in lysine,
they are often rich in methionine, which is the
exact opposite of the peanut’s profile.

Research suggests an ideal nutritional ratio is
roughly 70% cereal to 30% legume,

a combination that dramatically increases the
protein quality of the meal.

Food-to-Food Fortification

In nutritional science, Food-to-Food
Fortification (FtFF) is an emerging strategy
defined as adding nutrient-dense whole foods
to a recipe or formulation to increase the
amount of bioavailable nutrients. Unlike
conventional fortification, which uses
synthetic premixes, FtFF utilizes local, whole-
food resources.

For a chef, FtFF is a menu-planning
superpower that allows you to:

* Enhance staple dishes: Incorporating
peanut flour or crushed peanuts into
breads, porridges, or pasta doughs
transforms simple carbohydrates into
high-quality protein vehicles.

* Boost nutrient density: Beyond protein,
peanuts deliver "hard-to-get" nutrients like
Vitamin E (a powerful antioxidant), niacin
(vital for energy metabolism and cognitive
health), and magnesium.

* Improve satiety and blood sugar:

The combination of protein, healthy fats,

and fibre in peanuts helps diners feel full

for longer and stabilizes blood sugar levels,

E making it a nutrient-dense
- option for health-

- ~ conscious and

diabetic

h

diners.

Practical menu planning and culinary
techniques

The culinary versatility of the peanut allows
it to adapt to any station in the kitchen, from
the saucier to the pastry chef.

* Roast for maximum impact: Roasting
peanuts at approximately 160°C-180°C
not only enhances their signature nutty
aroma and sweetness but also increases
the concentration of certain bioactive
compounds.

* The richness of satays and stews: Peanut
butter and ground peanuts act as
incredible thickeners and emulsifiers,
adding creamy depth to West African-
style stews or Southeast Asian satay
sauces.

* Creative pairings: Peanuts pair
beautifully with local, colourful produce
such as sweet potatoes, pumpkin, and
leafy greens like moringa or kale. The
healthy fats in peanuts increase the
absorption of vitamin A found in these
vegetables.

* Sustainable sourcing: Peanuts are
nitrogen-fixing crops, meaning they
naturally enrich the soil and require
significantly less water and land than
animal-based proteins, supporting a more
resource-efficient food system.

Functional health benefits

Peanuts are a functional food, meaning they
provide health benefits beyond basic
nutrition. By placing peanuts at the centre of
your menu planning, you are not just serving
an ingredient. You provide your guests with a
meal that is nutrient-dense, satisfyingly
complex, and environmentally responsible,
all while maintaining a healthy bottom line.

RF

SUID AFRIKAANSE SOUTH AFRICAN

GRONDBOON GROUNDNUT
ASSOSIASIE ASSOCIATION
o o ® o o o e o



