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Scientists call for global effort to rescue disappearing vegetables  

New international study warns the loss of vegetable biodiversity threatens healthier 

diets, climate resilience and future crop breeding 

 

 

Tainan, Taiwan, 27 July 2026 – An international team of scientists is calling for a global effort to 

rescue, conserve and make better use of vegetable biodiversity, warning that modern food systems 

are becoming increasingly dependent on a small number of widely grown vegetable crops. 

In a study just published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), the 

researchers highlight spider plant in Africa, bitter gourd in Asia and slippery cabbage in the Pacific as 

examples of overlooked vegetable crops that could help improve diets and strengthen agriculture 

against climate change. 

The researchers use the term vegetable biodiversity to describe the full range of vegetable species, 

traditional varieties and their wild relatives. 

The findings come as people worldwide consume nearly 40% fewer vegetables than recommended 

by the World Health Organization, global production remains insufficient to meet recommended 

intake, and low vegetable consumption is among the five leading dietary risk factors contributing to 

the global burden of disease. The United Nations recently warned that more than one in three 

people cannot afford a healthy diet, highlighting the need to make foods such as vegetables more 

affordable and accessible. 

The researchers argue that simply producing more of today's most common vegetables will not be 

enough. Many traditional and underused vegetables are rich in vitamins and minerals, well adapted 

to local growing conditions and valued in local food cultures. Their diverse varieties and wild relatives 

also contain characteristics that can be used to develop vegetables better able to withstand heat, 

drought, pests and diseases. 

https://www.pnas.org/doi/epdf/10.1073/pnas.2532063123


“The solution isn't simply to grow more vegetables – it's also to grow more kinds of vegetables," Dr. 

Maarten van Zonneveld, who led the research while Head of Genetic Resources at the World 

Vegetable Center.*  

"Much of the vegetable biodiversity we need is still out there – in traditional varieties and their wild 

relatives. The urgency is to conserve it properly so that we can use it wisely to diversify diets amid 

climate change.” 

An overlooked resource 

The researchers identify more than 1,480 edible vegetable species worldwide, though they say the 

true number is likely to be even higher. As described in the paper’s Figure 1, on Global Food Group 

Metrics (below), many are poorly researched and underused despite their importance in local diets 

and farming systems.  

 

Figure 1: Global food group metrics on diets, crop production, research, and biodiversity show the proportion of 

vegetables and cereal grains within food systems. 

The study highlights vegetables such as spider plant in Africa, bitter gourd in Asia, slippery cabbage in 

the Pacific, and the edible leaves of pumpkin, sweetpotato and cowpea. Many are naturally rich in 

vitamins and minerals, adapted to challenging growing conditions and valued in local food cultures, 

yet they receive only a tiny fraction of the research, breeding and conservation efforts devoted to 

globally traded vegetables and staple grains. 

By showing which vegetables are most relevant to different regions and climate challenges, the list 

will help researchers, practitioners and policymakers identify priorities for conservation, breeding 

and wider use. But the researchers warn that many of these resources are already disappearing. 

Studies from around the world have documented substantial declines in the range of traditional 



vegetable varieties grown over the past century, while almost one-quarter of assessed wild relatives 

of major vegetable crops are threatened with extinction. 

“Vegetable biodiversity is one of the world’s greatest assets for improving diets and adapting 

agriculture to a changing climate,” said Dr. Colin Khoury, Global Conservation Lead at the Crop Trust. 

“But we're losing it at exactly the time we need it most.” 

He continued: “Conserving vegetable biodiversity isn't just about protecting the past – it's about 

securing more options for the future." 

The researchers argue that conserving vegetable biodiversity is not enough on its own. Protecting 

seeds in genebanks helps safeguard them against permanent loss, but sustainably improving 

nutrition also depends on ensuring vegetables – traditional and otherwise – continue to be improved 

by plant breeders, grown by farmers, sold in markets and eaten by consumers. As a result, they argue 

that the conservation and use of traditional and wild vegetables must go hand in hand.   

They outline four priorities for governments, funders, and researchers: 

● Secure vegetable biodiversity for the future by rescuing, conserving and restoring traditional 

vegetable varieties and their wild relatives. 

● Use vegetable biodiversity to develop improved varieties by expanding research, breeding 

and access to diverse genetic resources. 

● Promote vegetable biodiversity to diversify diets by increasing the production, availability 

and consumption of a wider range of vegetables. 

● Embed vegetable biodiversity in policy by integrating it into agriculture, health, education, 

climate and biodiversity strategies. 

Taken together, the researchers say these priorities would shift vegetable biodiversity from being an 

overlooked resource to a central part of efforts to improve diets, strengthen climate resilience and 

develop the vegetables needed now and into the future. 

* Maarten van Zonneveld is now Head of Genebank and Biodiversity Science Goal leader at the 

International Potato Center (CIP). 

* 

Key information: 
 

● The world needs a much wider diversity of vegetables to improve diets and build more 

resilient food systems. 

● Traditional vegetables and their wild relatives are an underused resource for improving 

nutrition and developing crops better able to cope with heat, drought, pests and diseases. 

● More than 1,480 edible vegetable species exist worldwide, yet many remain poorly 

researched, underused and at risk of being lost. 

● Conserving vegetable biodiversity alone is not enough – it must also be used by crop 

breeders, farmers and promoted among households and children to diversify diets. 



● Coordinated global action is needed to rescue, conserve, use and promote vegetable 

biodiversity. 

● Making vegetable biodiversity a central part of food systems could help tackle malnutrition, 

strengthen climate resilience and support the development of future vegetable varieties. 

● The findings align closely with emerging international efforts such as Vegetables4Life, a 

global initiative led by WorldVeg and co-led by the Global Crop Diversity Trust to rescue, 

conserve and use vegetable diversity in biodiversity and malnutrition hotspots worldwide.  

● Reversing vegetable biodiversity loss to diversify diets brought together researchers 

from/representing the World Vegetable Center, the Crop Trust, the International Potato 

Center (CIP), Centre for Pacific Crops and Trees (Pacific Community), Wageningen University 

& Research, the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT), the Food Security 

Leadership Council, New York Botanical Garden, and the CGIAR Genebank Accelerator. 

 

Some of the world’s overlooked vegetables: 

Spider plant (Cleome gynandra)  

● A traditional leafy vegetable grown across much of sub-Saharan Africa. 

● Rich in vitamins A and C, iron and other micronutrients. 

● Naturally tolerant of heat and drought, making it valuable as the climate changes. 

● One of Africa's most nutritious indigenous vegetables. 

Bitter gourd (Momordica charantia)  

● A widely eaten vegetable across South and Southeast Asia. 

● High in vitamin C and other antioxidants. 

● Traditionally used in cooking and herbal medicine. 

● An example of a regionally important crop that receives relatively little global research 

attention compared with major vegetables. 

Slippery cabbage (Abelmoschus manihot)  

● A popular leafy vegetable across many Pacific islands. 

● Young leaves are rich in vitamins A and C and dietary fibre. 

● Thrives in warm, humid tropical environments. 

● An important local crop rarely seen in international markets. 

Cowpea (Vigna unguiculata) leaves  

● An important leafy vegetable in many African countries. 

● Rich in protein, iron and folate. 

● Provides both nutritious leaves and protein-rich beans from the same crop. 

Sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas) leaves 

https://www.pnas.org/doi/epdf/10.1073/pnas.2532063123


● Widely eaten in Africa, Asia and the Pacific. 

● Rich in vitamin A precursors, vitamin C, iron and antioxidants. 

* 

 

Additional info: 

About World Vegetable Center (WorldVeg) 

The World Vegetable Center (WorldVeg) is an international non-profit research-for-development 

organization and the only global institution solely dedicated to vegetable research and development. 

Established in 1971 and headquartered in Taiwan, WorldVeg has more than 50 years of experience 

delivering science-based solutions across low- and middle-income countries. The Center works across 

six Action Areas: climate resilience, healthy diets, vegetable biodiversity, economic empowerment, 

urban food systems, and food safety and loss reduction. With regional offices in Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America, and country-level operations across multiple continents, WorldVeg maintains a strong 

on-the-ground presence and a proven track record in implementing large-scale donor-funded 

projects and programs across Africa and Asia. worldveg.org 

About the Crop Trust 

The Crop Trust is an international organization working to conserve crop diversity and thus protect 

global food and nutrition security. At the core of Crop Trust is an endowment fund dedicated to 

providing guaranteed long-term financial support to key genebanks worldwide. The Crop Trust 

supports the Svalbard Global Seed Vault and coordinates large-scale projects worldwide to secure 

crop diversity and make it available for use. The Crop Trust is recognized as an essential element of 

the funding strategy of the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture. 

Learn more at www.croptrust.org. 
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