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ABSTRACT
Food security globally is constrained by several factors including the heavy reliance on very few 
key staple crops.  In Africa over dependence on a few major crops remain a major challenge due to 
its potential impact and contribution to food security. This review explores the potential 
contribution of underutilized crops to the attainment of food security.  The paper also explores the 
relevance of a specific policy provision that promotes the use of underutilized crops. In Ghana the 
challenge of food insecurity still remains a major concern, particularly in the three northern regions. 
The 2009 Comprehensive Food Security & Vulnerability Analysis (CFSVA) report revealed that 
food insecurity in Ghana is a challenge particularly in the areas most prone to adverse weather 
conditions, such as floods and droughts, which are also the poorest regions of the country.  In Ghana, 
as in many African countries considerable attention has not been given to the impact of 
underutilized crops and plant species on food security. This is evidenced by the 2013 Accra 
Statement for a food secure Africa report, which identified most countries in Africa, including 
Ghana, as pursuing agricultural and food policies based on a limited number of crops or staples such 
as maize and rice.  The review showed that Ghana currently lacks a comprehensive policy, on the 
use of underutilized crops.  A specific policy that will ensure the promotion and use of underutilized 
crops in Ghana, is suggested. 
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Introduction
 Food security continues to be one of the 
major challenges facing the world today. Global 
food security, over the years, has been 
constrained by several factors including the 
heavy reliance on very few key staple crops, a 
situation that has nutritional, agronomic, econo-
mic and ecological implications (Ebert, 2014). 
Jaenicke & Höschle-Zeledon, (2006) notes that 
diversifying production and consumption habits 
to include underutilized crops can influence and 
contribute to improved nutrition and household 
food security. The use of highly valuable but 
presently underutilized crop species has been 
identified as an essential element of any model 

of sustainable agriculture (Kahane ., 2013). et al
According to Chivenge  (2015) the et al.,

cultivation of underutilized crops provides 
greater genetic biodiversity, and can potentially 
improve food security. A study by IPGRI (2002) 
further emphasized the nutritional richness of 
many neglected and underutilized species and 
their consequent impact on food security and 
well-being of the poor. Stefanie & Amend, 
(2008) has also pointed to factors such as lack of 
sufficient knowledge of the potential or useful 
traits of these crops as well as low interest in 
agricultural research, as some of the reasons for 
the observed underutilization of these crops or 
plants species. Tapping into local knowledge of 



farmers on such less known or less utilized 
crops has also been found to play an important 
role in the identification of such often neglected 
natural resources for commercialization. Dansi 
et al., (2012), however, argue that the potential 
of most plant species that are cultivated for food 
in most countries have not been fully exploited 
and, therefore, are less utilized. 

In many African countries including Ghana 
considerable attention has not been given to the 
impact of less utilized crops and plant species on 
food security. This is evidenced by the 2013 
Accra Statement for a food secure Africa report, 
which identified most countries in Africa inclu-
ding Ghana as pursuing agricultural and food 
policies based on a limited number of crops or 
staples such as maize and rice. A comprehensive 
empirical research that provides an inventory of 
lesser known and less utilized crops, as well as 
their potential to enhance food security and 
broaden the genetic base of food crops in Ghana, 
has not been adequately explored.

Underutilized crops 
The term underutilized has been used among 

other several descriptions including “orphan”, 
“minor”, “new crops”, and “neglected” to repre-
sent crops species that have potential but fallen 
to disuse due to various reasons (Padulosi , et al.
2004).  Aboagye ., (2007) has described et al
underutilized crop species as crops whose 
potential contribution to the national economy 
have not been adequately explored due to the 
decreased attention to their production, con-
sumption and utilization. The Global Facilita-
tion Unit for underutilized species (GFU) also 
defines them as “those species with a potential, 
not fully exploited, to contribute to food security 
and poverty alleviation...' and that tend to have 
the following common features: a strong link to 
cultural heritage; poorly documented and 
researched; adapted to specific agro-ecological 
niches; weak or non-existent seed supply 
systems; traditional uses; and produced with 
little or no external inputs  ”.

The term for the purposes of this review is 
used to broadly refer to both neglected and 
underutilized crop species. These crops include 
species that have not been categorized as major 
crops, lacking adequate research and currently 
experiencing low consumption and utilization 
(Azam-Ali, 2010). The underutilization of plant 
species has been attributed to a number of 
factors; mainly agronomic, which usually 
ensures that the production of some plant 
species are contained at the subsistence level, 
and the non agronomic factors including social, 
economic, which limits the production of  
certain species. The cultivation of underutilized 
crops provides greater genetic biodiversity, and 
can potentially improve food security (Chivenge 
et al., 2015).

Achieving food security in Ghana through the 
promotion of Underutilized crops

The concept of food security has evolved 
over the years following its introduction in the 
1970's. The initial conceptualization of the term 
was mostly concerned with food supplies, both 
nationally and globally. This, however, changed 
in the 1980's to focus primarily on accessibility 
to food at the household and individual levels. 
Since then several definitions and conceptual 
models have evolved. The Food and Agriculture 
Organization has described food security as the 
reliable access to adequate and nutritious food 
that meets the dietary requirements and food 
preferences of all people, at all times for a 
healthy life (FAO, 2001).
 Food insecurity in Ghana still remains a 
major public concern, even though the country 
can be said to be generally food secure. The 2009 
Comprehensive Food Security & Vulnerability 
Analysis (CFSVA) report revealed that food 
insecurity in Ghana is a challenge particularly in 
the areas most prone to adverse weather condi-
tions, such as floods and droughts, which are 
also the poorest regions of the country (WFP, 
2009). The 2012 CFSVA report notes that food 
insecurity exist more in the rural areas compared 
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to the urban. The report further identified four 
major causes of food security in Ghana, namely 
poverty; seasonal challenges; high food prices 
and agricultural limitations. Small land size and 
lack of crop diversity were also highlighted as 
also contributing to food insecurity particularly 
among households in the three northern regions.  
 In a review that explored the potential of 
Bambara groundnut, an underutilized plant 
species, towards food security in Africa, Muha-
mmad (2014) highlighted the high nutritional 
composition of the plant compared to other 
many leguminous crops. The legume crop, 
which is native to Africa, contained high levels 
of protein and minerals and, therefore, could 
play a significant role in achieving, food and 
nutritional security. Sprent ., (2009) in a et al
similar review on the potential of African 
legumes including Acacia senegal, cowpea, 
Gum arabic, among others, indicated that a 
focus on such crops could potentially contribute 
to agricultural diversity thereby decreasing the 
reliance on a few crops and plant species.  
Bhattacharjee (2009) notes that underutilized 
crops have the potential of improving incomes, 
nutrition and food security in remote areas in 
developing countries. Several studies have also 
pointed to the enormous potential of less 
utilized crops (Dansi ., (2012); Ebert et al
(2014); Chivenge et al., (2015); Akwee .  et al
(2015); Galluzzi & Noriega (2014); Mabhaudhi 
et al et al., (2016); Massawea ., (2015). 

In Ghana, as in many African countries, 
considerable attention has not been given to the 
impact of less utilized crops and plant species on 
food security. There seem to be limited empiri-
cal research and documentation of neglected 
and underutilized plant species and their poten-
tial to enhance food security. This is evidenced 
by the 2013 Accra Statement for a food secure 
Africa report, which identified most countries in 
Africa including Ghana as pursuing agricultural 
and food policies based on a limited number of 
crops or staples such as maize and rice. Empiri-
cal researches that have been undertaken have 
primarily focused on the potential of these crops 

without its direct impact on food security. In a 
study that explored the competitiveness of 
neglected and underutilized crops in Ghana, 
Nyadanu & Lowor, (2014) examined the 
nutritional composition and medicinal values of 
some indigenous leafy and fruit vegetables. 

The study also compared the nutritional 
composition of Ghanaian indigenous leafy and 
fruit vegetables with the one of selected exotic 
vegetable crops. The findings showed that 
proteins, carbohydrates, dietary fibers, pota-
ssium, calcium, magnesium, phosphorus, vita-
min A, vitamin C and vitamin E were signifi-
cantly higher in indigenous vegetables than their 
exotic counterparts. The results highlighted the 
nutritional importance of indigenous vegetables 
and the need to promote their consumption and 
safeguard their genetic resources. In another 
study on the diversity, forms of consumption and 
management practices of neglected and under-
utilized crops, it was observed that a high diver-
sity of neglected and underutilized species 
(NUS) genetic resources could be used to further 
enhance nutrition and food security in Ghana. 
These findings create an urgency to collect and 
conserve genetic resources of NUS in Ghana to 
promote their utilization and breeding of impro-
ved varieties (Nyadanu ., 2015). et al

Underutilized Crops and Policy Issues
Haddad & Demsky (1995) define policy as 

“an explicit or implicit single decision or group 
of decisions which may set out directives for 
guiding future decisions, initiate or retard 
action, or guide implementation of previous 
decisions”. The role of policy, therefore, is to set 
out clear directions and strategies to guide 
decisions and actions in a specific area of interest 
(Smith, 2002). Even though the existence of a 
policy does not guarantee success it is key in 
achieving a desired goal or intent.  

In a study that examined the agriculture 
sector policies of countries such as Ghana, 
Jordan, Nepal, Papua New Guinea, Peru, 
Uzbekistan, Vietnam and Zambia, it was 
observed that the sector policies did not focus 
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specifically on underutilized crops or plant 
species (Chishakwe, 2008).  The study, focused 
on selected agricultural sector policies from 
different regions in order to reflect the 
differences and similarities across different 
political, economic, cultural and social systems 
and also understand some of the general policy-
related constraints, which countries face in 
promoting the use of underutilized crops. In 
Jordan, for example, the National Strategy for 
Agricultural Development emphasizes on the 
protection of agro-biodiversity including plants 
and animals but does not make specific 
reference to underutilized species. While the 
National Agriculture Policy of Nepal promotes 
and ensures the development of commercial 
crops on a large scale it also creates a situation 
that decreases the use of underutilized crops in 
localities where they are found. 

The study further noted that even though the 
food security policies of these countries ensured 
that people obtained adequate food, through 

increased food production, some of the policies 
also hinder the production of underutilized 
species. While the lack of specific policy 
provision remains a challenge some countries 
are pursuing research with particular focus on 
underutilized plants species (Chishakwe, ibid). 
In Ghana the Food and Agriculture Sector 
Development Policy (FASDEP II) is the key 
policy instrument that guides agricultural 
production and food security issues. The policy 
among other things emphasizes and focuses on 
selected priority crops to the neglect of underuti-
lized crops due to their economic importance 
(Table 1). Aboagye et al., (2007) in a similar 
study on national policies and legislations that 
influenced the use of underutilized plant species 
also revealed that there is currently no single 
comprehensive policy on underutilized crops in 
Ghana, even though there is some kind of 
consensus on their potential impact on food 
security.
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No  Country  Agriculture Sector/food 
security Policy  

Goal  Identified Policy gap

1
 

Jordan
 
National Strategy for 

Agricultural 

Development: 

 (2000–2010)

 

Protects agro-

biodiversity
 including plants 

and animals

 

·
 

No specific mention of the 

conservation of 

underutilized species, 

although this can be 

inferred 

·

 

This may not be the best 

approach if underutilized 

species require additional, 

special attention, beyond 

that required for more 

commonly used species

2

 

Nepal

 

National Agriculture 

Policy (2004)

 

Emphasizes the 

development of 

commodity-

specific, large-scale 

agricultural 

production

 

·

 

This approach is expected

to produce commercial

crops on a large scale

·

 

But it also has the effect of 

replacing the underutilized 

crops found in those 

localities with commercial 

crops, hybrid seeds and 

improved breeds

3

 

Peru

 

General Law on Seeds

 

Support certain 

vegetable species 

because of their 

economic value or 

for financial 

purposes

 

·

 

This policy may work in 

favour of underutilized 

vegetable species with a 

clear monetary or

financial value, 

·

 

But not for species where 

the monetary or financial 

value is difficult to gauge.

4 Ghana Food and Agriculture 

Sector Development 

Policy

(FASDEP, 2002)

Prioritize and rank 

certain 

commodities, 

priority crops, 

according to their 

economic 

importance

· The result is a focus on 

major crops at the expense 

of underutilized ones

TABLE 1
Cross national analysis of agriculture sector policies that hinder or promote 

the conservation and use of underutilized crops

Source: (Chishakwe, 2008)
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Conclusion
While agriculture plays an important role in 
food security in Ghana, local food production 
has not fully met the demands of the population, 
hence, the need to resort to importation of food 
to address the constraints posed by inadequate 
food production. This, subsequently, has affec-
ted and continues to increase Ghana's food 
import bill. The increased reliance on food 
importation is attributable to Ghana's depen-
dence and emphasis on a few priority staple 
crops such as maize, cassava, rice, yam and 
cowpea, without much consideration to the 
potential of other less known or less utilized 
crops as well as its inability to sustain local food 
production.  

In Ghana interventions and programmes 
aimed at promoting underutilized plant species 
have also not been well coordinated. The current 
national agricultural policies do not adequately 
capture a clearly defined approach for the 
promotion of an effective utilization of under-
utilized plant species in Ghana (Aboagye  et al.,
2007). The Root and Tuber Improvement 
programme for example focuses only on a few 
root and tuber crops, namely white yam, cassava 
and sweet potato, however, issues concerning 
underutilized plant (crops and tree) species have 
been largely ignored. -Ghana's current agricul
ture sector policy, FASDEP (2002) emphasizes 
on priority crops based on their economic value 
to the neglect other important indigenous crops. 
FASDEP does not particularly address the 
challenge of marginalization of these indige-
nous crops even though their potential to contri-
bute to food security especially among rural 
households is known. A specific policy provi-
sion that encourages the promotion of these 
marginalized crops in Ghana is therefore 
suggested.
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