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Abstract 

Food production must be increased to respond to the demands of a growing world population and the challenges posed by climate 
change. Higher temperatures, unpredictable rainfall and weather patterns, changes in growing seasons, increased occurrences of 
drought and extreme weather events will exert a greater strain on agriculture. Emerging evidence suggests that climate change 
will cause shifts in food production and yield loss due to more unpredictable and hostile weather patterns. 
 
A key strategy to adapt to a changing climate is the development and promotion of underutilised crop species. The world today 
relies on a small number of crop species for food, mainly major cereals (wheat, rice and maize), leaving an abundance of genetic 
resources and potentially beneficial traits neglected. Exploiting the large reservoir of minor and underutilised crop plants would 
provide a more diversified agricultural system and food sources necessary to address food and nutrition security concerns in the 
face of climate change.  Underutilised crops (also known as understudied, neglected, orphan, lost or disadvantaged crops) play an 
important role in food security, nutrition, and income generation of many resource-poor farmers and consumers especially in the 
developing world. 
 
Using specific crop examples, we discuss the potential for underutilised crops to improve food and nutrition security, increase 
agricultural diversification and minimise environmental degradation. We present research evidence to suggest that crop specific 
traits and physiological responses contribute to underutilised crops resilience in the face of climate change. We urge that in the 
semi-arid environments these traits and physiological responses contribute significantly to crops ability to endure periods of 
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water stress. We conclude that a key adaptation strategy to minimise the impact of climate change on crop production must be 
through research and development of underutilised crops with proven potential to cope with the adverse effects of climate 
change. 
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