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Background

• The collection and consumption of  wild edible plants (WEPs), also 
known as foraging or phytoalimurgy, have historically characterized the 
culture of  Mediterranean populations.

• Significant changes in food systems and markets in recent decades have 
led to the progressive abandonment of  this practice and loss of  
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), along with the increasing 
degradation of  the natural habitats where WEPs are usually found.

• Today, more 2 out of  5 plant species are at risk of  extinction 
(Kew, 2023). The concept of  "conservation through use" argues that 
biodiversity conservation can and should be promoted through the 
utilization of  wild natural resources.

RBG Kew, 2023, “State of the World’s Plants and Fungi”



Why (Mediterranean) WEPs?

• Promotion of  diet diversification, nutritional security, 
and food sovereignty.

• Climate-smart: high resilience and adaptability to 
environmental changes.

• Establishment of  new sustainable livelihoods.

• Potential alternative to more destructive uses of  
natural ecosystems.

• Rooted in local cultural identity and traditional 
practices à bio-cultural conservation.



Knowledge gap

Loss of  Traditional Ecological Knowledge

Vulnerable food systems

Combination of international open-source 
datasets & extensive literature review 
(Scopus)

Geopoints retrieval (GBIF) and cleaning. 
Spatial analysis & biodiversity quantifications 
(ArcGIS pro)

Ethnobotanical investigation, selection of 
priority species

Seed collection, germination test, modelling

Methods
Creation of the first comprehensive dataset for the 
Mediterranean wild edible flora. Identification of 
knowledge gaps

Mapping of species distribution across Mediterranean 
countries and bioregions. Identification of ”food 
biodiversity hotspots” and areas of conservation 
priority.

Understand species’ regeneration capacity under various 
climate-change scenarios. Highlight their potential for 
propagation, domestication, and crop improvement

Objectives

Germination tests in the Sardinian Germoplasm Bank (BG-SAR)

Our approach
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Literature 
review

• Databases searched: Scopus, Scholar, Web of  Science (Elsevier, Wiley, JSTOR, 
EBSCO, Springer, Taylor & Frances + Grey literature) 

• Period of  publication: 1950 - Present

• Countries: Italy, Greece, Albania, Bosnia, Montenegro, Croatia, Slovenia, France, 
Spain, Portugal, Morocco, Turkey, Cyprus, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, 
Palestine, Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria

• Disciplines: Ethnobotany, Physiology, Ecology, Genomics, Agriculture, History, 
Anthropology, Archaeobotany

• Nature of  the studies: Universities, Research institutions, private companies, 
NGOs

Search results: 
• Prelim. results: 2.011

• Discarded (duplicates & abstract): 1.551

• Final results: 460Diazgranados, M., Allkin, B., Black, N., 
Cámara-Leret, R., Canteiro, C., Carretero, J.,  et 
al. (2020). World checklist of useful plant 
species.



MedWEP Dataset & analysis

Taxonomic analysis: What does WEP diversity in the Mediterranean look like? 
What are the most species-rich families and genera? – Around 10.000 
accessions, 2900 unique species. Richest families: Asteraceae, Lamiaceae, 
Rosaceae, Fabaceae.

Ethnobotanical analysis: What are the most used species (frequency of  
mention)?; What are the most versatile? What’s the overlap between food and 
medicine?
Cichorium, Foeniculu, Sonchus, Portulaca, Silene, Urtica. 

+ In situ & Ex situ 
conservation data 

(IUCN; BGCI 
PlantSearch)



Preliminary 
results
• Most utilized part of  MedWEP are leaves, 

followed by fruits and aerial parts..

• Countries listing the highest number of  studies 
are Italy, Spain and Turkey. Most significative 
knowledge gaps come from Egypt, Lybia, e Syria.

• Nearly 40% of  all MedWEP can be eaten raw. 
The restant 60% needs prior cooking.

• 25.5% of  species are consumed as beverages 
(23.5% non-alcoholic, 9.5% alcoholic)

• Nearly 10% of  the species is eaten with/in pasta 
rice dishes

• More than 10% of  the species is eaten with eggs 
or in omelettes
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Impact & 
Collaboration



Next steps:

• Creation of  heatmaps highlighting the distribution of  
Mediterranean WEPs across countries and bioregions, 
highligring food biodiversity hotspots

• Selection of  priority species based on socio-
environmental attributes and initiation of  fieldwork. 

• Development of  interviews, fieldwork, and 
production of  ethnobotanical inventories in the 
Sulcis-Iglesiente and Central Barbagia subregions of  
Sardinia. 

• Modeling the current and future distributions of  
priority species in Sardinia based on climate change 
scenarios using the optimal temperature germination 
ranges for seeds (MaxEnt).

Phase II

PhaseI II



To sum up
• Towards resilient food systems: Wild 

edible plants are crucial for building resilient 
food systems, offering innovative solutions 
to environmental and food security 
challenges, reinforcing the importance of  
conservation.

• Interdisciplinary research: Merging 
taxonomy, ethnobotany, and seed ecology 
provides holistic insights crucial for effective 
conservation and sustainable utilization. The 
integration of  ethnobotany fosters a more 
inclusive and sustainable approach.

• Data: First comprehensive dataset on 
Mediterranean wild edible plants, significant 
impact for understanding edible plant 
biodiversity and cultural significance.
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