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Background
In October 2021, a National Roundtable on the conservation 
and sustainable use of Neglected and Underutilized Species 
(NUS) was held in Accra, organized by the NUS Network 
of Ghana, the Alliance of Bioversity International and the 
International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT), and 
the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Ghana. 
The Roundtable brought together representatives of civil 
society, government and the private sector, who drafted 
an outline of a national action plan for NUS (Vernooy and 
Nyadanu, 2021). In the same year, a coalition of regional and 
international research and development organizations 
published the Global Manifesto on Forgotten Foods, a 
call for concerted action to safeguard and promote 
forgotten foods through innovation, policy development 
and research. The Manifesto placed smallholder farmers 
at the center of the action agenda as the producers and 
custodians of forgotten foods and related knowledge 
and as co-creators of new knowledge and practice  
(AARINENA et al., 2021).
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  NUS found in Ghana: garden egg (Solanum aethiopicum); bitter 
melon vine (Momordica charantia); sour apple (Annona squamosa); 
cocoyam (Colocasia esculenta).

About NUS
NUS, also called orphan/forgotten/opportunity crops, include 
cultivated, semi-domesticated and wild species and traditional 
varieties that have been produced and consumed for ages for 
their food, fiber, fodder, oil, and medicinal properties, but whose 
roles and importance have been undervalued and neglected by 
researchers, policy makers and markets. NUS are often nutrient 
rich and contribute to food and nutrition security, income 
generation, good health and wellbeing. They are embedded in 
cultural and ethnic identities and traditions, which have been 
passed on over many generations (AARINENA et al., 2021). NUS 
are an essential part of agricultural systems in the global south 
and part of daily eating habits for many rural communities. NUS 
contribute to food security by increasing food availability during 
the lean period and maintaining production under harsh conditions 
and on marginal soils. They enable communities to engage in 
diversified income-generating activities throughout the year 
while buffering seasonal, social and climate driven variability. 
The early maturation and shorter growth cycle of some NUS also 
contribute to food security. Many NUS exhibit higher tolerance 
to stresses, such as drought, pests and diseases, compared to 
mainstream crops. Thus, they play an important role in making 
food systems more resilient to climate change.

NUS are embedded in farmer-managed seed systems in which 
farmers maintain control over seeds they use, exchange, multiply 
and conserve based on socio-cultural and socio-economic 
relationships. This requires the development of localized, flexible 
approaches that combine farmer-managed and community-
based seed sharing with formal scientific and technical 
support.  In Africa, farmer-managed seed systems, which include 
custodian farmers, community seed banks and community-
based seed businesses, supply a very large part of the total 
seeds used in agriculture, notably to smallholder farmers, but 
policy and legal support in many countries for these systems is 
absent or deficient (Vernooy et al., 2023). Many national policies, 
including plant breeders’ rights and seed certification laws, are 
designed for formal systems and don’t account for the needs of 
the farmer-managed systems and traditional varieties. However, 
in recent times, some attention has been paid to farmer-managed 
seed systems. In Nigeria, the government has recently started to 
recognize the importance of farmer- and community-managed 
seed systems, a positive development (de Boef et al., 2025).

The multiple benefits of NUS have been well described: 
contributing to agro-ecosystem services including the 
conservation of agrobiodiversity and associated (traditional) 
knowledge and culture; agronomic and environmental benefits; 
food, health and nutrition; community development; employment 
and income generation (Ndlovu et al., 2024; Glatzel et al., 2025).

Despite the growing interest in NUS around the world, 
recent research highlights the need for more West African 
studies on how policies and governance can support the 
conservation and promotion of NUS in the region. This 
research argues for inclusion of NUS in sectoral policies, 
more support for NUS marketing and consumption, and 
adoption of best practices from around the world to 
mainstream NUS in food systems (El Bilali et al., 2025). 

The National Agenda for Neglected and Underutilized 
Species (NUS) in Ghana aims to fill the identified policy gap. 
It is based on a national consultation process facilitated by 
the NUS Network of Ghana and the Alliance of Bioversity 
International and CIAT with the support of the Embassy 
of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Ghana. The National 
Agenda has six interrelated action areas outlined below.
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Recent NUS-focused 
and related policy 
developments in Ghana
NUS in Ghana are primarily owned, conserved and used 
by local farmer communities based on a long history of 
on-farm cultivation and collecting from the wild. Farming 
communities maintain ownership through conservation, 
saving, exchange and, to a limited extent, local sales of 
farm-saved seeds. The National Genebank of Ghana, 
housed by the Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research-Plant Genetic Resources Institute (CSIR-
PGRI), conserves germplasm of crops, including NUS, 
from Ghana and abroad. This collection is held in public 
trust and small amounts of seeds, including NUS, are 
distributed for free for research and direct use by farmers. 
Among others, the National Genebank receives support 
for its work on NUS through the Building Opportunities 
for Lesser-known Diversity in Edible Resources (BOLDER) 
initiative implemented by the Crop Trust with funds from 
the Government of Norway (https://bold.croptrust.org/
focus-areas/opportunity-crops/).

A 2021 literature review on NUS in Ghana, which examined 
national policy support for these crops, revealed that 
the country lacked an enabling environment for NUS 
development. The study noted that government, research, 
and extension services paid minimal attention to NUS 
and there was little institutional collaboration toward 
developing a national NUS policy or agenda (Vernooy, 
2021). NUS did not receive much attention from public 
policies and investments. Agricultural policies were 
often biased towards commercial crops (cassava, maize, 
rice) with little to no focus on NUS (Nyadanu et al., 2016). 
For example, input subsidies (e.g. fertilizer and improved 
seeds) for commercial crops were promoted to let farmers 
abandon NUS.

However, in recent years, some progress has been 
made and the conservation and sustainable use of NUS 
have gained some traction at the national level. NUS are 
being integrated to some extent into recent agricultural, 
biodiversity, climate change adaptation, and nutrition 
policies. In particular:

•	 The National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 
(NBSAP II, 2016–2020) recognizes the need to conserve 
traditional varieties and indigenous knowledge (MESTI, 
2016). 

•	 The National Climate Change Adaptation Plan (EPA, 2021) 
highlights crop diversification with local varieties as a 
resilience measure. 

•	 The Planting for Food and Jobs Phase II (2023–2028) 
framework emphasizes diversification and promotes 
indigenous crops.

•	 The Food and Agriculture Sector Development Policy 
(FASDEP II) and the Medium-Term Agriculture Sector 
Investment Plan (METASIP III) include objectives on 
sustainable intensification and value addition for 
indigenous crops (MoFA, 2023). 

•	 A recent Ghana Seed Sector Assessment identified eight 
areas for intervention to transform the Ghanaian seed 
sector, among which are the promotion of production 
and consumption of African leafy vegetables; support 
for the local production of root and tuber crops; and 
strengthening the production of quality seed in the 
informal and intermediary seed systems of (Bonnand 
et al., 2024).

•	 The African Vegetable Rescue Plan 2025-2035 has been 
developed to unlock the potential of indigenous and 
indigenized vegetables of the African continent through 
a holistic ex situ and in situ conservation strategy. 
The plan also aims to promote their consumption by 
incorporating African vegetables in school feeding 
programs and homestead production (World Vegetable 
Center, 2024). The Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research-Plant Genetic Resources Institute (CSIR-
PGRRI) in Ghana contributed to the Plan.

  NUS for sale at the market: banana (Musa sp.), Aidan fruit locally known 
as prekese (Tetrapleura tetraptera)

https://bold.croptrust.org/focus-areas/opportunity-crops/
https://bold.croptrust.org/focus-areas/opportunity-crops/
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•	 Weak coordination among NUS stakeholders, including 
research institutes, traditional authorities, and private 
actors, leading to fragmented efforts and duplication 
(Adomako et al., 2025).

•	 Lack of- or misoriented, incoherent policy and 
institutional support (e.g. absence of a national policy 
or strategy on NUS; subsidies for a few monocrops and 
export crops).

•	 Deforestation, soil erosion, environmental pollution.

•	 Impact of climate change on cultivation (e.g. new pest 
and diseases, drought, flooding).

To address these challenges, six interrelated national 
action areas are presented.

•	 The Feed Ghana programme (2025-2028) aims to 
accelerate the transformation of the agricultural sector 
and provide more food to the people and raw materials to 
agro-industry, thereby increasing exports and reducing 
imports. The programme gives priority to 10 food crops 
and their value chains, two of which are NUS: plantain and 
yam. Of the nine subprogrammes, the one on institutional 
farming (at schools, prisons, security agencies, faith-
based groups) could potentially have a NUS dimension 
(MoFA, 2025).

These initiatives collectively provide entry points for 
mainstreaming NUS in national planning and financing 
instruments.

Challenges
Despite the progress made at policy level, work on NUS 
remains hampered by several, interrelated challenges 
(Mmbando, 2025): 

•	 Lack of knowledge about plant properties (genetic 
makeup, growth cycle, nutritional and medicinal values), 
proper management practices (e.g. input supply, 
spacing, harvesting time) and uses.

•	 Undervalued or misappraised (e.g. considered to be 
poor people’s food).

•	 Gender-blind or gender-insensitive initiatives and 
interventions that ignore the role of women as 
custodians, managers, users, and sellers of NUS. 
Women play a central role in conserving, cultivating and 
marketing of NUS. They act as custodians of traditional 
knowledge, seed systems and are innovators in the 
kitchen. Promoting NUS can contribute to women’s 
empowerment.

•	 Weak seed systems.

•	 Weak and cumbersome food and seed authenticity 
protocols.

•	 Poor extension and research due to lack of knowledge, 
interest and incentives.

•	 Poor processing techniques, infrastructural facilities 
(storage, drying) and support services.

•	 Non-existing or weak value chains and marketing 
opportunities.

•	 Limited integration of NUS into national agricultural 
research agendas and extension curricula, which 
continue to prioritize major cereals and export crops 
(Nyadanu and Lowor, 2024).

Strengthening the 
traditional and scientific 
knowledge base
•	 Design and carry out a series of studies of the 

genetic and phenotypical characteristics, 
the chemical composition, the agronomic, 
environmental, nutritional and socio-
economic values, and the post-harvest and 
value addition management of NUS found in 
Ghana, in particular of those species that 
have not yet been or hardly been studied.

•	 Compile and publish a national NUS catalogue 
that includes ethno-botanical uses and 
develop a system to maintain the catalogue 
up to date.

•	 Disseminate the NUS catalogue through the 
national educational system and promote 
its use in relevant curricula, courses and 
practical activities (e.g. school gardening).

•	 Develop and regularly update a compendium 
of publications on NUS in Ghana published 
on websites and in journals.

1

Six national 
action areas
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2 Rescuing and conserving NUS ex situ and in situ
•	 Protecting and restoring (degraded) agro-ecosystems and natural habitats where NUS are cultivated and 

grow.

•	 Support the NUS conservation activities of the National Genebank and establish and support community 
seed banks to conserve, exchange and promote the responsible consumption of local NUS.

•	 Adopt a protocol for collaboration between the National Genebank and community seed banks on the 
conservation and sustainable use of NUS.

•	 Increasing NUS population sizes to maintain genetic diversity and adaptive capacity and select climate-
resilient NUS for multiple-location testing and multiplication.

•	 Training farmers, for example in Farmer Field Schools, in using climate-smart conservation and sustainable 
use practices.

Resilient seed systems: 
selection, management, 
multiplication and 
improvement
•	 Develop simple-to-use guidelines for NUS 

seed/seedling management at community 
and field levels, e.g. through the establishment 
of community field banks, nurseries and seed 
gardens.

•	 Development of breeding programmes and 
pipelines to develop improved varieties and 
resolve genetic constraints of NUS.

•	 Use citizen science methods, such as the 
triadic comparison of technologies approach 
developed by the Alliance of Bioversity 
International and CIAT, to support demand-
driven crop improvement (plant breeding) of 
NUS (Voss et al., 2025).

•	 Develop training materials for and support 
community-based quality seed production, 
including the maintenance of seed purity, 
and marketing of NUS seeds/seedlings.

•	 Engage seed traders to increase the demand 
for production and distribution of quality NUS 
seed.

•	 Training in and regular use of seed and food 
authentication techniques and (digital) tools 
to avoid fraudulent practices.

3 Harvesting, value addition 
and distribution
•	 Integrate NUS into crop diversification 

strategies to decrease the dependence 
on high-input crops and increase the 
resilience of food systems while conserving 
local biodiversity and related knowledge. 

•	 Collaborate with farmers and their 
organizations in developing low-cost 
solutions to challenges related to quality 
seed (ling) production, cultivation, 
harvesting, processing (for example, 
solar dryers), preservation, packaging 
and marketing of NUS.

•	 Build high-quality community warehouses 
to store NUS harvests, managed by farmer 
groups.

•	 Create better access to markets through 
short supply chains, alternative retail 
structures and new product development 
(supported by novel digital solutions).

•	 Provide financial support, such as micro-
credit, to small-scale and community-
based NUS processors.

•	 Establish public-private partnerships to 
foster product innovation and investment 
in NUS-based enterprises.

4
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Responsible consumption 
and use
•	 Raise awareness about and promote the 

responsible consumption and use of NUS 
in public institutions such as ministries, 
hospitals, colleges and schools through 
awareness raising, education, and public 
procurement schemes.

•	 Promote the integration of NUS in farming 
and gardening (i.e. mixed cropping systems) 
and stimulate home-consumption. 

•	 Promote and demonstrate the use of NUS 
in culinary activities, food fairs, dining 
establishments, and school gardens.

•	 Support research on value addition activities 
(e.g. small agri-business development) for 
new uses of NUS for health, nutritional, 
ornamental, and medicinal purposes.

•	 Sensitize farmers about the economic value 
and potential of NUS.

5

6 Creating an enabling 
environment through 
education, extension, 
policy and research
•	 Develop and invest in a national research 

and capacity building agenda for NUS which 
could be implemented under a multi-sectoral 
platform that promotes and supports NUS 
activities in education, extension, policy and 
research.

•	 Implement existing policies, laws and 
regulations that recognize, promote, reward 
and support NUS cultivation, consumption 
and use.

•	 Include NUS in national frameworks, policies, 
programs that address agriculture, food and 
nutrition security.

•	 Recognize and empower NUS custodian 
farmers and community seed banks to 
become champions of NUS from local to 
national levels and support their rights 
to benefit from the conservation and 
sustainable use of NUS. 

•	 Promote and support youth and women 
engagement in NUS value chains through 
targeted capacity building and access to 
finance. 

•	 Train extension agents in all aspects related 
to NUS; and introduce NUS in the school 
curriculum from the very start.

•	 Develop digital tools (e.g., NUS identification 
App, NUS information portals, mobile-based 
seed exchange platforms) for data gathering, 
sharing and traceability.

•	 Introduce and promote NUS on national/local 
TV and radio and social media through talks, 
interviews, recipes, stories and farming 
videos.

  NUS used for a healthy beverage: sobolo (bissap) drink made with 
African rosemallow (cranberry hibiscus) leaves (Hibiscus acetosella), 
ginger, pineapple and herbs.
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