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Summary

Key points: 

• With the projected increase in the world 

population to 9 billion by 2050 and the 

negative impact of climate change on 

key food crops such as maize, rice, and 

wheat, there is an urgent need to 

increase both the perceived and actual 

value of indigenous, neglected, and 

underutilised African food crops. 

• Value addition to neglected and 

underutilised crop species (NUCS) 

increases their visibility and economic 

value. This will help to reduce 

malnutrition, locally and globally, 

promoting dietary diversification for 

nutrition and meeting the goal of zero 

hunger.  

• Furthermore, value addition goes 

beyond dietary diversification to include 

methods of marketing the crops and 

products and making them accessible to 

the local and global population through 

partnerships between farmers, 

companies, and the government. This 

will help these crops serve as food-

security agents in mitigating and 

adapting to the impacts of climate 

change on how we produce, transport, 

process, and consume food.  

•  The Food and Agriculture Organisation 

of the United Nations (FAO) has set 

crops as the entry point for building on 

existing global policies on neglected and 

underutilised species. This helps to 

address hunger and malnutrition and 

attain the Sustainable Development Goal 

(SDG) of zero hunger. Therefore, these 

policy recommendations are avenues to 

promote NUCS as vehicles for addressing 

hunger and malnutrition.  

• Some of these NUCS – including baobab, 

bambara groundnut, and Moringa, 

among others – are already being 

researched to determine and expand 

their value-addition potential in Africa.  

 

Recommendations: 

• Create markets and platforms for NUCS. 

This can help reduce by up to 50% the 

carbon footprint due to wastage of crops 

that are not purchased. This is one way 

of meeting SDG 12, targets 12.2 and 

12.12b.  

• Create community farms and gardens 

that promote blending of maize with 

10% identified and well-researched 

NUCS in each locality (especially millet, 

sorghum, bambara groundnut, and/or 

Moringa). This can increase dietary 

diversity and contribute to improved 

micronutrient intake. 
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Context 

Neglected and underutilised crop 
species (NUCS) 

This policy brief forms part of a series of policy 

briefs across the spheres of climate change, land-

use management, agriculture, and biodiversity 

and outlines the intricate relationships among 

these, emphasising the need for a holistic 

approach to policymaking. By addressing these 

interlinked areas, policymakers can foster 

sustainable, equitable, and inclusive 

development that secures food systems, 

supports rural livelihoods, and combats climate 

change. This brief explores current challenges 

and provides actionable recommendations 

relevant to the climate impact on food systems 

thematic cluster of the Climate, Land, 

Agriculture, and Biodiversity (CLAB-Africa) 

project. The aim is to contribute to transforming 

Africa’s agri-food systems to be resilient and 

sustainable.  

The brief is informed by findings from the CLAB-

Africa Synthesis Report on the impact of climate 

change on food systems in Africa, highlighting 

the urgent need for dietary diversification and 

the use of NUCS to address the impact of climate 

change on food security. It encourages using 

NUCS and their value additions to improve 

dietary diversification and promote markets for 

them. 

NUCS or orphan crops are generally wild or semi-

domesticated crop species adapted to local 

environments. It has also been shown that these 

species can provide better value in terms of 

combating hunger, malnutrition and poverty 

(Chivenge et al., 2015; Li et al., 2020). They have 

high nutritional content, which includes energy, 

protein, vitamins, and fibre. In most cases, they 

grow well on marginal land and easily fit into 

different farming systems where they can be 

intercropped with other staples. They bring 

diversity into cropping systems as they are 

stress-tolerant, sustainable, and climate-resilient 

(Li & Sidiqqui, 2018). 

Despite these attributes, the contributions NUCS 

can make to sustainable food systems are highly 

undervalued due to insufficient recognition and 

information. Some challenges NUCS face include 

agro-technical, socioeconomic, policy, and 

institutional perspectives resulting in 

underutilisation. The general perception of NUCS 

as food meant for poor people also reduces their 

production, utilisation, and consumption. Lack of 

government support further leads to an 

environment that is not conducive to the 

production, processing, marketing, distribution, 

and consumption of these crops (Li et al., 2020). 

Overview Of Research 

Promoting dietary diversification 
with NUCS 

Heavy reliance on only a few crops to feed the 

majority of the globe’s population negatively 

affects ecosystems, dietary diversity, and health 

(Li et al., 2020; Nube & Voortman, 2011). 

Malnutrition and micronutrition deficiencies are 

also increased as a result of dependence on only 

a few types of food (Li et al., 2020; Nube & 

Voortman, 2011). Dietary diversification is 

observed to be cost-effective because 

dependence on a few crops reduces the cost of 

such crops, making them more available, and 

other neglected crops are open for general 

https://aruasfs.com/resource/synthesis-report-on-the-impact-of-climate-change-on-food-systems-in-africa/
https://aruasfs.com/resource/synthesis-report-on-the-impact-of-climate-change-on-food-systems-in-africa/
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consumption. Dietary diversification also makes 

both the main crops and neglected crops 

affordable and sustainable, thereby reducing 

hunger and malnutrition and reducing the 

effects of climate change, as most of them are 

drought-tolerant and climate-resilient crops 

(Ajilogba et al., 2022; Karunaratne et al., 2015; Li 

et al., 2020; Li & Siddique, 2020; Mabhaudhi et 

al., 2017). Furthermore, these promising NUCS 

are nutrient-dense, locally available, profitable, 

environmentally adaptable, and fundamental to 

improving dietary and production diversity. 

Value addition with NUCS 

It is imperative e that NUCS are recognised in 

and placed at the forefront of policy strategies to 

mitigate the impact of climate change. This can 

be done by promoting value additions of some of 

these crops. For example, the Moringa tree is 

highly nutritive, and all parts of the tree can be 

utilised for nutrition and commercial purposes 

(Gopalakrishnan et al., 2016). It is known as a 

“miracle tree” and is easily cultivable. It is used 

as a potential antioxidant, anti-cancer, anti-

inflammatory, anti-diabetic and anti-microbial 

agent (Reddy et al., 2020). It has also been used 

as a supplement in infants and children’s meals 

to treat malnutrition in Senegal and Benin, which 

exemplifies value addition (Kasolo et al., 2010; 

Mutiara et al., 2013). Food and beverage 

industries have also shown interest in Ethiopia, 

considering using Moringa to fortify their 

processed foods and as raw material for soft and 

energy drinks (UNIDO, 2021).  

Bambara groundnut is a drought-resistant 

legume known as a “complete diet” due to being 

rich in essential minerals, unsaturated fats, and 

amino acids. Bambara groundnut flour has been 

used in food fortification, infant foods, bread, 

noodles, animal feeds, and fish feeds (Tan et al., 

2020).  

Baobab is an indigenous drought-resistant tree 

whose fruit can be processed into baobab fruit 

powder and baobab oil. It is also used to provide 

fibre, fodder, and medicine. The waste from the 

husk can be converted into viable soil 

alternatives for growing horticultural products. 

There is also a growing demand for the highly 

nutritious baobab fruit pulp in Europe and North 

America (Jackering et al., 2019; Kaimba et al., 

2020). 

A recent review of studies on the impact of 

climate change on food systems from 2012–2023 

revealed that neglected and underutilised crops 

such as cowpea, bambara groundnut, and 

sorghum are important in mitigating this impact. 

It was observed from a topic trends analysis that 

there is a shift from research on topics such as 

water stress and soil to conservation agriculture, 

drought tolerance, and climate variability, 

including crops such as sorghum. This trend was 

also evidenced by thematic mapping, which 

showed more research was being conducted on 

role played by crops such as cowpea, bambara, 

and maize in mitigating climate impact on food 

systems. Although staple crops such as wheat 

and maize were observed to still be heavily 

emphasised in African food systems, more 

emphasis on NUCS and their value addition can 

help reduce the impact of climate change in 

Africa. 

https://aruasfs.com/resource/synthesis-report-on-the-impact-of-climate-change-on-food-systems-in-africa/
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Policy Recommendations 

Summary of recommendations 

• Create markets: The government should lead 

the creation of markets and make space and 

platforms available through public-private 

partnerships so that buyers and farmers of 

NUCS can be connected. These viable 

markets and platforms could help reduce by 

up to 50% the carbon footprint due to 

wastage of crops that are not purchased. This 

is one way of meeting Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) 12, targets 12.2 and 

12.12b (UN, 2021). An innovation to support 

the creation of markets would be a mobile 

application designed to connect and give 

timely information to farmers, producers, 

and purchasers.  

• Support community and home gardens: The 

government should legislate that 

communities, in partnership with academia 

and private companies, own community 

farms that grow NUCS indigenous to each 

community to meet the needs of companies 

that sell these crops either as main products 

or as processed products for the local or 

export market. Furthermore, these gardens 

should include mandatory blending of all 

maize with 10% identified and well-

researched NUCS in each locality to increase 

dietary diversity and contribute to improved 

micronutrient intake. 

• Add the processed products from NUCS to 

school feeding programmes: Through the 

Department of Health and Education, the 

government should introduce localised, 

community-grown underutilised crops to 

replace a significant proportion of foods 

prepared in school feeding programmes. The 

Department of Education, the Department of 

Health, researchers, and food production 

companies should promote this expanded 

utilisation of NUCS products to reduce 

malnutrition and micronutrient deficiency. 

This will also help to improve education and 

learning outcomes.  

• Food fortification alternatives: Governments 

should legislate that manufacturers involved 

in micronutrient production and importation 

produce micronutrients such as vitamins A, 

iodine, iron, and folic acid by processing 20% 

of the food fortificants from NUCS to reduce 

importation of these products. This aligns 

with the Southern African Development 

Community (SADC) minimum standards for 

food fortification, supports the 

operationalisation of the Regional 

Agricultural Policy (RAP), and facilitates the 

implementation of some of the components 

of the SADC Food and Nutrition Security 

Strategy (2015–2025). 

Audience 

This policy brief aims to engage the following 

stakeholders in dialogues about the critical need 

for collaborative, inclusive, and context-specific 

approaches to address the impacts of climate 

change on food systems in Africa: 

• Government: Ministries of Agriculture 

and Environment, parastatals, and state 

agencies on agriculture and climate 

change. 

• Development partners: World Bank, UN 

agencies, African Development Bank 

(AfDB). 
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• Community-based organisations: Farmer 

groups. 

• Academia. 

• Religious institutions.  

• Civil society organisations.

__________________________________________________ 
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