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Objective

Underutilized crops (UC), known as neglected, orphan, promising, minor, and little-used species, are mostly wild or semi-domesticated species, 

typically native to the environments in which they are grown. Due to their lack of economic importance, most of these plants have been neglected by 

the international scientific community and industry when compared to commodities such as rice, wheat, and maize. When more productive crops 

became available in farming systems, many UC, that were used for centuries prior to it, became increasingly abandoned, marginalized, or entirely 

forgotten by breeders, farmers, researchers, and policymakers. 

Buckwheat (Fagopyron esculentum L.): Bitter taste, tightly 

adhering hull, only two species used for human 

consumption, expansion of other cereals, i.e., wheat, rice, 

and maize; the presence of allergenic compounds,  

self-incompatibility, vulnerability to both spring and fall 

frosts, insufficiently characterized agronomic evaluation of 

buckwheat plants

Eggplant: Increased exposure to plant diseases and 

insects; absence of genome sequence

Cucumber melo (Cucumis melo var. Flexuosus): Threatened 

by severe genetic erosion, short shelf life, pest diseases, 

fungal diseases, biotic and abiotic stressful conditions

Lentils: Relegation to marginal lands, abiotic and biotic 

stresses, water limitation, diseases, pests, low yield, low 

productivity, production constraints, complex cultivation, 

technical challenges, superiority of other crops

Sowthistle (Sonchus oleraceus): Limited information on 

agronomic practices and cultivation characteristics,  

lack of awareness of beneficial aspects of these plants,  

and lack of culinary skills for the preparation of products 

based on these plants

A comprehensive literature search was performed using two databases (Scopus and Web of Science) and Google Scholar.  

Six UC were selected for a thorough evaluation.

To identify the main reasons for altered and/or eliminated consumption and cultivation of certain crops of interest. 
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 Expansion and cultivation of more common higher yield monocultures 

 Increased cultivation of so called ‘exotic’ varieties 

 The lack of sound baseline data on the nutritional and health-

protective/promoting properties of these foods

 Lack of culinary skills for the preparation of products based on UC

 Unaccustomed taste of these foods, non-popular recipes

 Negative associations with a poor rural lifestyle and low social status, 

negative cultural stereotypes against these traditional food

 The lack of policy recommendations  

 Marketing constraints, short shelf life 

 Political and economic reasons 

 Problems with production and harvesting, yield, land usage, seeds 

availability, processing of seeds    

 Biotic factors: insects, diseases, and weeds

 Abiotic issues: temperature, soil fertility, waterlogging, drought

 Presence of toxins and allergenic compounds

 Agronomical traits, germplasm collection, genetic factors, the limited 

number of species used as food

 Poor economic competitiveness of UC compared to staple crops

 Green revolution issues, self-incompatibility of certain plants 

 Absence of genome sequences for certain crops

 Inefficiency in producing, storing, and processing of these crops

 Disorganized or non-existing food supply chains

Lathyrus (L. sativus, L. clymentum, L. orchus): ‘Food of the 

poorest of the poor’, neurolathyrism, absent genome 

sequence information

WHY HAVE CERTAIN CROPS BECOME NEGLECTED AND UNDERUTILIZED SPECIES?
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