
✓ Antioxidant compounds
✓ Vitamins
✓ Carotenoids
✓ Anticancer properties
✓ Antibacterial properties

Underutilized fruit vegetable crops: contribution 
to daily health promotion and enhance biodiversity

Underutilized fruit vegetable crops are characterized by high nutrient
density for the consumers while their tolerance to harsh environmental
conditions, especially drought and high temperatures, could be a useful
tool for the growers and enhance biodiversity.

Vegetable consumption

Tomato local accession cultivation in the arid 
environment of Cyclades (Photo by A. Koukounaras)



Description

• The plant (Chayote) belongs to the gourd family

• It is perennial and produces shoots from the base of the stem

Cultivation

• The plant has intense growth and it is often supported by stakes or
trellises or shaded pergolas well appreciated in summertime.

• Propagation is usually by the recalcitrant seed, which is strictly related
to the fruit.

• Fruiting is abundant and flowers are regularly visited by bees and other
insects.

Nutritional properties

• All parts of the plant can be consumed, including fruits, young leaves,
shoots, and tuberous roots, and they are rich in nutrients

Distribution

• This fruit was first cultivated in Mesoamerica between southern Mexico
and Honduras. Now it is spread throughout the world.

Uses

• The peeled immature fruits are sliced and boiled like greens or fried;
taste is sweet and sour.

• Occasionally, young shoots are collected and cooked.

• The use of this vegetable is increasing.

Description

• Of central African origin, blackeyed pea (or cowpea) was used by the ancient
Greeks, Romans, and Arabs. The whole plant is used as forage for animals, with
its use as cattle feed likely responsible for its name.

Cultivation

• Tolerates sandy soil and low rainfall

• The optimum temperature for growth is 30 °C

• Requires very few inputs, as the plant's root nodules are able to fix
atmospheric nitrogen

• Well-suited to intercropping with other crops

Nutritional properties

• Rich source of proteins and food energy, as well as minerals and vitamins

Distribution

• Most cowpeas are grown on the African continent, particularly in Nigeria and
Niger.

Uses

• Immature pods and seeds are consumed. They are used in soups with tomato
sauce or just boiled and dressed with salt and olive oil.

Sechium edule Vigna unguiculata



Description

• The Armenian cucumber is a type of long, slender fruit which tastes and
looks like a cucumber

Cultivation

• The stem is rather thin so the plant should be supported on trellises.

• The plant appears to be adapted to greenhouse cultivation, and yield is
comparable to F1 cucumber hybrids

• The plant is somewhat sensitive to the main Cucurbitaceae viruses and to
powdery mildew.

Nutritional properties

• Fruits contain protein and sugars, while seeds contain vitamin E and ω3 fatty
acids

• The major antioxidants in melons include phenolic compounds, ascorbic
acid, and carotenoids

• Additionally, melons used as vegetables have flavonoids, alkaloids, and
bitter principles, which improve their benefits to human health

Distribution

• Cultivated throughout Armenia, upper India and Pakistan and elsewhere.

Uses

• Young, immature fruits are used in salads and are preferred to cucumber for
its more delicate and pleasant aroma, for its greater digestibility, and for the
absence of bitterness.

Description

• The plant is recognizable for the classic lobed form of the leaf, similar to
that of the fig (hence its English name, figleaf gourd). The plant is
monoecious with staminate and pistillate flowers.

Cultivation

• Plant growth and development occur during summer season and the fruit
reaches commercial size during autumn.

• High productivity; each plant produces about 20 fruits of about 1 kg each.

• The plant does not suffer any particular disease problems and the fruits
are appreciated as an “organic” product.

Nutritional properties

• Fruits are rich in isoflavones which acts as antioxidant

• It is known to control the blood sugar level, to prevent diabetes, to
enhance liver and bone health, as well as for weight loss

Distribution

• The species is grown widely from Argentina and Chile to Mexico. It is also
cultivated in many regions throughout the world

Uses

• The fruit is boiled in the early developmental phase when the rind, which
must be eliminated before use, is still tender and seeds are small.

• Recently some genotypes are utilized as rootstock for the main
cucurbitaceous vegetable species.

Cucumis Melo var.
Flexuosus

Cucurbita ficifolia



Description

• Tomataki is a local tomato genotype from Milos island in Greece

• It is established and grown for over 130 years in arid soils of Cyclades (an island
group in the Aegean Sea)

Cultivation

• Highly resilient and suitable for organic farming systems

• It shows reduced water needs and can be used in intensive farming practices

• Tomataki maintains its yield in low-input farming

Nutritional properties

• High concentration of phytochemicals

• Good source of vitamin C and lycopene

• Minimal calories

Distribution

• Native to Milos Island in Greece. It could be extended in protected
environments (greenhouse) from South to North Europe

Uses

• Tomataki is mainly used after processing for the production of tomato paste as
well as for tomato juice and tomato spoon dessert

Description

• Bottle gourd is an ancient cucurbit with white flowers and variable fruit size
and shape

Cultivation

• The long fruits harvested at immature green stage

• Recently the crop has been introduced in protected cultivation mainly for
fruit production that is geared to local markets during the winter

Nutritional properties

• It is one of the lowest-calorie vegetables- carrying just 14 calories per 100 g

• Ccontains small quantities of folates

Distribution

• It may have been carried from Asia to Africa, Europe, and the Americas in
the course of human migration

Uses

• The mature fruits have thick woody rinds and have been used as vessels,
and floats.

• Young shoots have a low sugar content and are boiled and eaten by
diabetics.

• The immature fruits, undeveloped with small seeds, are usually sliced, after
removing the epicarp, and boiled to make soup with onion and tomato or
mixed in pasta dishes with chopped potatoes.

Solanum lycopersicum

Tomataki Milos island

Lagenaria siceraria
var. longissimi



Description

• “Tsakoniki” eggplant form the town of Leonidion (Greece), very well-
known for its delicate, sweet flavor and tender skin. “

Cultivation

• Highly resilient

• It shows reduced water needs compared to tomato and pepper plants

Nutritional properties

• Rich in Manganese

• Minimal calories

• High antioxidant content

Distribution

• Native to Leonidion town in Greece but it could be extended in protected
environments (greenhouse) from South to North Europe.

Uses

• It can be eaten in most classic cooking ways (grilled, fried) as well as
alternative ways such as eggplant dip or even spoon dessert.

Description

• White eggplant of Santorini” (Greece) is a rare product with many
comparative advantages. White in colour, this particular 'fruit' is sweet
to taste, juicy and quite delicious.

Cultivation

• Highly resilient

• It shows reduced water needs compared to tomato and pepper plants

Nutritional properties

• Rich in Manganese

• Minimal calories

• High antioxidant content

Distribution

• Native to Santorini island in Greece but it could be extended in protected
environments (greenhouse) from South to North Europe.

Uses

• It can be eaten in most classic cooking ways (grilled, fried) as well as
alternative ways such as eggplant dip or even spoon dessert.

Solanum melongena

Tsakoniki

Solanum melongena

White Santorini island
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