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Horticultural crops play a crucial role in 

providing diverse and nutritious food options, 

contributing to global food security and economic 

development. However, amidst the plethora of 

cultivated crops, there exists a category often 

overlooked and undervalued - underutilized 

horticultural crops. These are plant species with 

potential nutritional, economic, and ecological 

benefits, yet they are marginalized in agricultural 

systems and often neglected in research and 

development efforts. Underutilized horticultural 

crops encompass a wide range of species, including 

fruits, vegetables, herbs, and spices, which have not 

received adequate attention in terms of cultivation, 

promotion, and utilization. Despite their potential, 

factors such as limited awareness, insufficient research 

investment, market constraints, and cultural 

preferences have hindered their integration into 

mainstream agricultural practices. 

The post-harvest phase of underutilized 

horticultural crops is particularly critical, as it directly 

influences their quality, marketability, and shelf-life. 

Post-harvest processes encompass activities from 

harvesting to consumption or storage, including 

handling, transportation, processing, and marketing. 

Efficient post-harvest management can mitigate 

losses, enhance product quality, extend shelf-life, and 

unlock economic opportunities for farmers and 

stakeholders along the value chain. 

Importance of underutilized horticultural crops 

Underutilized horticultural crops hold 

significant importance for several reasons 

Biodiversity Conservation: Underutilized 

horticultural crops often represent a diverse array of 

plant species, including indigenous varieties and wild 

relatives of cultivated crops. By promoting the 

cultivation and conservation of these crops, 

agricultural biodiversity is preserved, contributing to 

ecosystem resilience and adaptation to environmental 

changes. 

Nutritional Diversity: Underutilized horticultural 

crops offer a wide range of nutrients, flavours, and 

textures, enhancing dietary diversity and nutrition 

security. Incorporating these crops into diets can help 

combat malnutrition and address deficiencies in 

essential vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants. 

Adaptation to Climate Change: Many underutilized 

horticultural crops are resilient to environmental 

stresses such as drought, pests, and diseases. By 

diversifying cropping systems with these resilient 

species, farmers can mitigate the impacts of climate 

change and improve agricultural resilience. 

Cultural Heritage Preservation: Underutilized 

horticultural crops often have cultural significance 

and traditional uses within local communities. 

Preserving and promoting the cultivation of these 

crops helps maintain cultural heritage, culinary 

traditions, and indigenous knowledge systems. 

Economic Opportunities: Underutilized horticultural 

crops have the potential to generate income and 

livelihood opportunities, particularly for smallholder 

farmers and marginalized communities. By 

diversifying crop production and value chains, 

farmers can access niche markets, specialty food 

sectors, and high-value products. 

Food Security: Underutilized horticultural crops can 

contribute to food security by providing alternative 

sources of food during times of scarcity or crop failure. 

Their resilience to environmental stresses and 

adaptability to diverse agro-ecological conditions 

make them valuable assets for food production in 

challenging environments. 

Innovation and Research: Studying underutilized 

horticultural crops can lead to the discovery of novel 

traits, genetic resources, and breeding opportunities. 

Research and innovation in these crops can drive 

agricultural advancements, improve crop resilience, 

and enhance food system sustainability. 
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Challenges in Cultivation and Harvesting 

Despite their potential benefits, underutilized 

horticultural crops face several challenges in 

cultivation and harvesting, including: 

• Limited Research and Extension: Compared 

to mainstream crops, underutilized crops often 

lack comprehensive research, breeding 

programs, and extension services, leading to a 

scarcity of high-yielding varieties, best 

agronomic practices, and pest management 

strategies. 

• Market Access and Awareness: Marketing 

underutilized crops can be challenging due to 

limited consumer awareness, inadequate 

infrastructure for storage and transportation, 

and market preferences for familiar or exotic 

produce. 

• Seasonality and Perishability: Many 

underutilized crops have short harvesting 

seasons and perishable nature, requiring 

efficient post-harvest management to 

minimize losses and maintain quality. 

Strategies for Effective Post-Harvest Management of 

Underutilized Crops 

Effective post-harvest management is essential 

for preserving the quality, safety, and marketability of 

underutilized horticultural crops. Key strategies 

include: 

• Harvesting at Optimal Maturity: Timing is 

crucial in harvesting underutilized crops to 

ensure peak flavour, nutritional content, and 

shelf life. Farmers should be trained to 

recognize signs of maturity and employ proper 

harvesting techniques to minimize damage. 

• Handling and Storage Facilities: Investing in 

infrastructure such as cold storage, drying 

facilities and packaging materials can extend 

the shelf life of underutilized crops, reducing 

spoilage and post-harvest losses. 

• Value Addition and Product Diversification: 

Processing underutilized crops into value-

added products like jams, juices, sauces, and 

dried snacks can enhance their marketability, 

prolong shelf life, and generate additional 

income for farmers. 

• Quality Assurance and Market Access: 

Implementation of quality assurance 

measures, including grading, sorting, and 

packaging, to meet market standards and 

consumer preferences. Development of market 

linkages and value chain to improve market 

access and facilitate the commercialization of 

underutilized horticultural crops. Promotion 

of branding, labelling and certification scheme 

to enhance product visibility, credibility, and 

market competitiveness. 

• Policy and Institutional Support: 

Strengthening of institutional support 

mechanisms, including extension services, 

research institutions, and farmer cooperatives, 

to promote knowledge dissemination and 

technology adoption. Collaboration between 

governments, private sector actors, non-

governmental organizations, and research 

institutions to address systemic challenges and 

promote sustainable post-harvest 

management practices. 

Conclusion 

Underutilized horticultural crops represent a 

valuable yet underexploited resource in global 

agriculture. By promoting their cultivation and 

addressing challenges in post-harvest management, 

stakeholders can unlock their full potential to 

contribute to food security, nutrition, biodiversity 

conservation, and economic development. 

Empowering farmers with knowledge, resources, and 

market linkages is essential in harnessing the power of 

underutilized crops and building resilient food 

systems for the future. 
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