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Abstract
With the increased focus on a healthy diet based on the consumption of organic and natural foods, non-conventional food plants are
becoming a more prevalent option to add variety and greater nutritional value to the daily diet. Non-conventional foods are a reliable and
inexpensive alternative healthy food source to replace or complement current conventional food choices. These underutilized plants have the
potential to be used not only in daily food preparation as an ingredient in soups, salads, etc., but also as a source of dietary supplements, for new
food formulations and product development. These plants are also endowed with bioactive compounds and antioxidant activity, among others.
This literature review provides an overview about some of the most popular plants, their uses, nutritional aspects, and medicinal properties.
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Introduction
Countries in the world rich in floral biodiversity and abundant
vegetation, benefit from a variety of non-conventional edible
plants. These plants are vegetables and fruits unusual in daily
life. They are defined as wild and semi-wild species that naturally
grow in forests, forest margins, community lands, degraded and
discarded lands [1]. The consumption of these plants stimulates
food diversification, maintenance of the forest, enhancement
of natural resources and reduction of environmental impacts if
carried out in a sustainable manner [2]. Since they are droughtresistant plants that are simple to cultivate, grow organically
and do not need soil additives, maintenance or care in planting,
without the need to use pesticides or chemicals, as they occur
with those that are frequently consumed. However, many of these
plants, although available at low cost, are still unknown and
underutilized by a significant portion of the population [2]. These
plants are known to be part of the culture, identity, agricultural
practices, and eating habits of various traditional populations
in different regions of the World. The increasing influence, and
invasion of urban culture in rural areas and tribal societies has
contributed to the rapid erosion of ethnic culture and knowledge
of non-conventional food plants. Additionally, increased
accessibility to modern, genetically modified vegetables, has
led to disuse of these plants in the modern diet. Thus, the lack
of supply of unconventional plants made them unknown to new

Nutri Food Sci Int J 10(5): NFSIJ.MS.ID.555797 (2021)

generations, as they started to have reduced economic and social
expression, losing space for other products [2,3].

Nom-conventional food plants are of great importance for
human consumption because they can provide vitamins, dietary
fiber, carbohydrates, minerals, and proteins. In addition, they
have sensory characteristics that facilitate their consumption,
being the same consumed “in natura” or used in raw salads, soups,
cookies, pasta, puree, and omelettes. Thus, the consumption of
these unconventional vegetables can present itself as an excellent
nutritional option, especially for populations with less purchasing
power. In some countries of the world, there are still established
practices of using unconventional food plants as a food source
in times of famine and natural disasters [4-7]. The use of nonconventional food plants has been increasing by people looking
for a healthier life, due its high nutrition value. In addition, they
are usually seasonal and regional reducing consumer impact
on the environment and contributing to a more sustainable
food system. They are easy and cheap plants to find and can be
a low-cost vegetable alternative. Moreover, they are an option
to escape the food monotony that the food industry imposes,
for the perpetuation of good eating habits [8]. In addition, the
intake of these non-conventional vegetables are known for
their pharmacological properties. The following are nutritional
summaries of some of the most popular non-conventional plants
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available (Pereskia aculeate, Sonchus oleraceus, Basella alba,
Hibiscus sabdariffa, Xanthosoma sagittifolium, Stachys byzantine).

Pereskia aculeata

The genus Pereskia (Cactaceae family), popularly known
as ora-pro-nobis, is a leafy climbing cactus, originally from the
American continent. Leaves contain high levels of protein when
compared to other plants commonly used for human food, and it
is a remarkable source of nutritionally important minerals and
vitamins (vitamin C, folic acid, calcium, iron and zinc). It also
presents in its composition Sitosterol, stigmasterol, flavonoids,
and phenols. Widely consumed in soups, sausages, scrambled eggs,
omelettes and salads [9,10]. Studies also show that consumption
of Pereskia can result in the improvement of biological parameter
markers of diseases such as protein malnutrition, iron deficiency
anemia, dyslipidemia, obesity, diabetes mellitus [11]. The leaves
have antioxidant activity and in vitro antimicrobial and antifungal
activities [10,12].

Sonchus oleraceus

Sonchus oleraceus L., a member of the Asteraceae family,
originates from Europe and is found almost everywhere in the
world. It is popularly known as milkweed, wild chicory, smooth
milkweed, jealousy or sawmill. It contains appreciable amounts
of mineral elements (iron, zinc, manganese, copper, calcium),
vitamin C and bioactive compounds such polyphenols [13]. It
is an important herb used in popular medicine to treat liver
disease, inflammation and infections. It is used as ingredient in
some preparation and salads. It has various pharmacological
activities including antioxidant, antibacterial, antidiabetic, and
antimicrobial [14].

Basella alba

Basella alba L. belongs to the family Basellaceae. [15].
Originating in India, it is a fast-growing perennial vine and
extremely heat tolerant. It is also known as the Malabar spinach,
Ceylon spinach, Indian spinach, vine spinach, Chinese spinach.
The leaves are very low in calories and contain high amounts of
vitamins and minerals such as calcium, iron, vitamins A and C,
potassium, folate, and antioxidants [15-16]. The leaves can be
sautéed and used in the preparation of pies, soups and salads. The
fruit is extremely dark when ripe and, when crushed, produces
a very dark red juice. It has various pharmacological activities
including hypoglycemic, antioxidant, gastroprotective and
hypocholesterolemic [17].

Hibiscus sabdariffa

Hibiscus sabdariffa, also known as roselle, is widely cultivated
in both tropical and subtropical regions. Its flowers are used in
the preparation of hot and cold drinks, fermented drinks, wine,
jelly, and ice cream. The seeds are eaten roasted or ground into
soups and sauces, while the leaves and sprouts are eaten raw or
cooked, as a vegetable or condiment with a sour taste. Hibiscus
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sabdariffa has also been used as a folk remedy and is well known
for its antibacterial, antidiabetic, antihypertensive, antioxidant
and diuretic properties. Its pharmacological effect is attributed
to its bioactive constituents, such as anthocyanins and flavonoids
[18,19].

Xanthosoma sagittifolium

Xanthosoma sagittifolium (Araceae family), popularly known
as Cocoyam, originates from tropical America, most probably
Central and South America. It is among the six most important
root and tuber cultures in the world, because of its high nutritional
value, provides sustenance for over 400 million people [20]. It is
considered an appreciable source of energy, protein, vitamins
and minerals, such as zinc, potassium, calcium, phosphorus,
magnesium and nicotinic acid. You can eat the rhizome, petiole
and the leaf. The leaf contains vitamins A and C, in addition to
minerals [21,22].

Stachys byzantine

Stachys byzantina K. Koch. belongs to the family Lamiaceae.
It is an Iranian endemic species, which could be found in many
parts of Armenia, Turkey and Iraq. The plant is known as ‘lamb’s
ear’ or ‘lamb’s tongue. Stachys species are widely consumed in
different countries as aromatic herbal teas. These have been used
in traditional medicine as an antioxidant, antibacterial, anti-ulcer,
anti-anxiety, anti-inflammatory and anti-nephritic. The leaves
contains appreciable amounts of mineral elements, such as zinc,
potassium, calcium, phosphorus and magnesium [23].

Conclusion

Increasing the consumption of non-conventional plants can
improve the nutritional status of economically disadvantaged
people, stimulate an alternative source of income in family
farming, favor nutritional diversification, and enable greater care
for the environment by omitting the need for pesticides. Although
some scientific studies have been done to examine their health
and nutritional benefits, more studies need to be completed to
fully understand these food sources and further educate the public
on possible uses. Research and the implementation of public
policies that promote the use, rebirth, and enhancement of native
species can contribute to nature conservation and sustainable
development and increase the number of food sources.
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