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AN OVERVIEW OF THE PRINCIPAL KNOWLEDGE AND USES OF THE
EDIBLE WILD PLANTS IN CENTRAL ITALY (UMBRIA REGION): AN
EXAMPLE OF LOCAL BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION.
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ABSTRACT
The objectives for sustainable development for 2015-2030 give propulsion to the Age of
Sustainable Development and to the strengthening of the Circular Economy. This paper focuses
attention on local traditions and uses of edible wild plants (EWPs) in the Umbria Region, Central
Italy. Data collection was carried out by means of ad hoc questionnaires in which the informants
supplied information regarding local names, collection sites, collection period in months, parts
used, taste perception and medicinal properties/uses. The results showed that the most commonly
used parts were the leaves, bitterness was the commonest flavour, and the commonest uses were
as components in salads or else boiled and eaten as cooked greens. Other uses included ludic
uses derived from childhood memories as well as numerous medicinal uses.
Keywords: edible wild plants, Biodiversity conservation, Circular economy, local knowledge
and uses
INTRODUCTION
Since time immemorial, edible wild plants (EWPs) have constituted a large part of daily food
intake for many populations, and today, particularly in rural areas, EWPs still constitute an
important part of daily food consumption. On our planet around 30 crops provide 95% of human
food energy needs, of which only five – rice, wheat, maize, mealies and sorghum – provide 60%.
However, the most recent survey by Eurobarometro for the European Commission (European
commission), on European citizens’ opinions regarding biodiversity revealed that, although the
disappearance of biological divesity was felt to be a serious problem, only 19% thought that the
present situation may have immediate repercussions on daily life. The latest IUCN
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(International Union for Conservation of Nature) Red List (IUCN), which is the most
exhaustive list of the state of animal and vegetable species conservation and risk, has shown an
increase in the risk of extinction; indeed, of 44,838 species, 16,928 are at risk. Italy is one of the
most biodiversity-rich European countries, being home to 57,000 animal species and 5,600
vegetable species, of which 13.5% are endemic (1/3 and 50% of the European total respectively).
It must not be forgotten that there are numerous wild vegetable species which are eaten locally,
and these make up our planet’s enormous heritage of Edible Wild Plants (EWPs) (Heywood,
2011). Over the last two decades EWPs have aroused increasing interest and this has prompted
many scholars to document local knowledge so as to preserve traditions and disseminate relevant
information. Numerous research projects have shown that the European continent possesses a
rich and varied culture in the uses of EWPs (Pardo et al., 2007; Łuczaj and Kujawska, 2012),
while in Italy research has shown that EWPs are at the centre of a change in attitude which has
assigned them a leading role in a new way of seeing healthy, safe-to-eat food in terms of
environmental sustainability (Ranfa, 2005; Signorini et al, 2009; Ranfa et al, 2011; Ranfa, 2014;
Ranfa et al, 2014; Sansanelli and Tassoni, 2014; Ranfa et al, 2015; Bodesmo et al, 2015; Ranfa
and Bodesmo, 2017).
In the Mediterranean area 2,300 species of wild plants and fungi have been documented as being
used for human consumption or other uses. In Italy 828 EWPs have been recorded as having
ethnobotanical uses (Caneva et al, 2013), while their nutraceutical value has also brought them
to the centre of attention, thanks to their significant mineral element and bioactive component
content which benefits human health (Pellegrini et al, 2003; Ranfa et al, 2011; Sanchez Mata et
al, 2012; Guarrera and Savo, 2013; Ranfa et al, 2014; Maurizi et al, 2015; Ranfa et al, 2015), due
to the presence of polyphenols and fatty acids (Manach, et al, 2005; De Lorgeril and Salen
2007). It has been shown that, with respect to many coltivated species, EWPs have a greater fibre
content (Pieroni et al, 2005; Ranfa et al, 2011; Maurizi et al, 2015; Ranfa et al, 2015), and are
rich in antioxidants and flavonoids (Vanzani et al, 2011), while there is proof of their beneficial
effects in the prevention of some of the chronic diseases that afflict modern society such as agerelated pathologies, cardiac diseases, diabetes and some types of cancer (Halliwell and Cross,
1994; Trichopoulou et al, 2000; Maritim et al, 2003). Furthermore EWP’s represent a very
strong best practice of the implementation of the Goal 12 of the Sustainable Development Goals
2015-2030 that say us “Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns”. In the targets
12.2, 12.3, 12.4 and 12.5 the increasisng of the use of the EWP’s in the nutrition permit to
strengthen the principles of the prevention, reduction, recycling , reuse. In other hand the WEP’s
production and use is a very strong practical case of the strategy of
Circular Economy towards the IV industrial revolution. To approach the role of the EWP’s in tha
vision of the SDG 12 and of the Circular Economy as pillar of the Bio-economy is a way
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concretize the mainstream of the EU Circular Economy Package of 12 Decembre 2015 and to be
proactive actors of the ECESP-European Circular Economy Stakholder Platform. This research
collected data on EWP knowledge in Umbria so as to prevent local knowledge from slowly
being lost, and to show how these species still represent a powerful force in the circular economy
which permits communities to maintain themselves without recourse to other resources.
2. MATERIAL AND METHODS
The study was conducted by collecting ethnobotanical data relative to 100 EWPs by means of an
ad hoc semi-structured interview. The anonymous questionnaire consisted of three parts: biodata
(age, gender, education and occupation), species identification (local name, other name(s), place
of collection, period of collection (in months), and uses (parts used, taste perception, medicinal
properties/uses). A further section dealt with local recipes and various other uses.
The questionnaires were filled in during some of the EWP events organized in Umbria between
2013 and 2016. The 300 informants were represented by 180 females and 120 males, aged
between 45 and 80 years, of which only 10 informants were under 55 years of age. Regarding
local names, the informants indicated the names commonly used in their own areas. However,
only the informants over 65 years of age supplied typically local names as it is mainly this group
which still retains local knowledge, while the others gave more widely-known names which were
similar, if not identical, to the Italian scientific names, probably due to the large amount of
information available through various channels (i.e. the internet, a wide range of books, etc). The
voucher specimens collected were deposited in the Plant Bioresources for the Environment
Laboratory of Civil and Environmental Engineering Department, University of Perugia, Italy.
These samples constitute the voucher specimens used in this research, and the herbarium will be
enriched and extended over time with the addition of further species identified by future
informants. Successively, the International Plant Names Index was consulted to verify the
accepted nomenclature for each species.
The introduction, discussion and conclusions concerning the role of the WEP’S in the Circular
Economy and Well Being Strategy derive by careful reading, analysis, interpretation of the most
important current contributions on these topics. By this in the logical approach derive the
innovative and originally vision of the of the same WEP’s.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
All species belong to 23 botanical families, most frequently represented by Asteraceae (33%),
followed by Brassicaceae (17%) and Lamiaceae (11%). The parts most frequently used, as
shown in Fig.1-a, are leaves (49%), shoots (17%), flowers and inflorescences (10%), stems
(7%), roots (6%), seeds (4%) and bulbs (3%). Regarding taste perception, 48% of the informants
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indicated a bitter taste, 27% a spicy taste, and 25% a sweet taste (Fig.1-b). The most frequent
food uses were boiling (31%), eaten raw (28%), in vegetable soups (12%), fried with or without
eggs (11%), as fillings in savoury pies or ravioli (6%), in risotto dishes (2%), in alcoholic
beverages (1%) and 9% in other uses (Fig.1-c). Fig.1 #Fig.1 approximately here#.

Fig. 1: Percentages of most frequently used parts, taste perception
and most frequent food uses.
Among the most frequently-indicated species was the common grespigno (Sonchus oleraceus);
indeed it figures among the 18 most was widely-known and used species in the entire
Mediterranean area, especially in Greece, Spain and Italy (Leonti et al, 2006), in southern Italy in
particular (Ghirardini et al, 2007) (Fig.2-a). The buds are often preserved and used in the same
way as capers (Fig.2-b). Another frequently-indicated therapeutic-medicinal application was the
use of the milky sap present in the hollow stems to ‘burn’ warts or else mixed with water and
drunk to aid digestion. (Fig.2-c). Fig.2 #Fig.2 approximately here#.
Tender young leaves are best, either raw in salads, steamed or boiled as cooked greens, or else as
fillings in savoury pies and ravioli. Other uses include Lepidium latifolium in place of pepper or
mustard, while various species of mint leaves, among which Mentha acquatica, Mentha
pulegium, Mentha suaveolens, Origanum vulgare and O. majorana, leaves are used in infusions
or else dried and used to flavour meat and fish. Borrago officinalis (Fig. 3-a), Viola odorata (Fig.
3-b), Robinia pseudoacacia (Fig. 3-c), Sambucus communis flowers are battered and fried (Fig.
3-d) and Bellis perennis (Fig. 3-e). Fig.3 #Fig.3 approximately here#.
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Fig. 2: a) Tender specimen of S. oleraceus eaten raw or cooked; b) buds used in the same
way as capers; c) hollow stem with milky sap used to ‘burn’ warts.
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Fig. 3: B. officinalis (a) and V. odorata flowers (b) eaten raw or candied, also set in ice
cubes for a decorative effect; R. pseudoacacia (c) and S. communis flowers (d) generally
battered and fried; B. perennis flowers (e) usually eaten raw in salads.
Young shoots are also frequently consumed, including, apart from Asparagus acutifolius,
Clematis vitalba, Ruscus aculeatus, Humulus lupulus (Fig. 4-a), and Smilax aspera (Fig. 4-b).
They all have a rather bitter taste and ared in omelettes and risotto dishes.
Foeniculum vulgare seeds are used in alcoholic beverages; Papaver rhoeas seeds are sprinkled
on bread and biscuits and white mustard, Sinapis alba seeds are used like mustard. Wild fennel
stems are chewed to freshen the mouth. Apart from the sow thistle, the buds of other species are
also eaten, for example Taraxacum officinale (Fig.5-a) or Urospermum dalechampii (Fig.5-b).
Figg.4-5 # approximately here#.
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Fig. 4: a) H. lupulus shoots are usually blanched and then added to omelettes and risotto
dishes. b) common S. aspera shoots are often mistaken for asparagus shoots because of the
similar shape, but are much more bitter and less aromatic.

Fig. 5: a) T. officinale are frequently used and often mistaken for chicory as they are very
similar. The buds are preserved and used in the same way as capers; b) the U. dalechampii
is easily recognised thanks to its yellow flowers and large buds.
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The buds are very bitter and are eaten raw or else preserved in brine or oil. The roots of various
species such as the Daucus carota, and Tragopogon pratensis are widely used in traditional
recipes, while, especially in the past, a coffee surrogate was obtained by roasting the roots of
several species, particularly Cichorium inthybus, which has a large tap root Fig.6-a, but also the
roots of other species such as common Reichardia picroides, Sonchus oleraceus and Taraxacum
officinale. Fig.6 #Fig.6 approximately here#.

Fig. 6: a) Chicory roots can grow to a considerable size, and apart from being roasted, are
also eaten raw as a salad vegetable; (b) chicory plant
The species which are most commonly fried, with or without eggs, include the Asparagus
acutifolius, Clematis vitalba, and Calamintha nepeta. For pasta or savoury pie fillings, Borrago
officinalis and Urtica dioica are widely used, as is Silene vulgaris for risotto dishes. Other
species are used in the production of alcoholic beverages, for example Achillea millefolium seeds
are added to wine barrels to improve wine conservation.
Among other uses indicated by the informants were Allium neapolitanum used to make insect
and moth repellents, and dried Calendula arvensis petals to flavour wine which, after having
been left in the sun for ten days, becomes an excellent vinegar. Parietaria officinalis leaves were
used to clean glass bottles and flasks.
Species having medicinal or therapeutic properties were also listed. Achillea millefolium, Bellis
perennis and Calendula arvensis, applied directly to the skin, were all indicated as having
cicatrising properties. Alliaria petiolata and Bellis perennis were most commonly used to soothe
inflammations of the mouth and gums, while Campanula rapunculus was also used to the same
effect. Various species of wild lettuce were indicated as having sedative properties; in fact in the
past ‘latucarium’, was made mainy from Lactuca virosa (Fig.7) by extracting the milky sap and
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rolling it into small balls similar to chewing gum which were give to hyperactive children. Fig.7
#Fig.7 approximately here#.

Fig. 7: Lactuca virosa, particularly when young, is often confused with wild edible lettuces.
Infusions of Tordylium apulum and Urtica dioica were widely used to prevent hair loss and to
revitalise natural hair colour. Stinging nettles were also well-known in Central Italy as a remedy
for various ailments, primarily for the treatment of shingles Herpes zoster (Ghirardini et al,
2007). Lesser calamint leaves were rubbed on insect bites (Guarrera, 2003) and borage flowers
were macerated in wine for a week to obtain an excellent diuretic and depurative drink (Tardío
and Pardo-De-Santayana, 2008).
Among household uses, small cotton bags containing yarrow seeds were put into wine barrels to
improve wine conservation. An infusion similar to tea was made with lawn daisy leaves.
Calendula arvensis petals were used to flavour wine which, after being left in the sun for ten
days, became an excellent vinegar.
The large grooved stems of Clematis vitalba were cut, dried and smoked like cigarettes. Various
recreational uses were also given. Papaver rhoeas receptacles as ‘stamps’ or made them into
‘dolls’ (Fig. 8-a), Bellis perennis petals were used to play ‘loves me, loves me not’, bladder
campion flowers were made to ‘explode’ by squeezing them (Fig. 8-b), and Tordylium apulum
seeds were threaded to make necklaces and bracelets (Fig. 8-c).

www.ijaer.in

Copyright © IJAER 2018, All right reserved

Page 922

International Journal of Agriculture and Environmental Research
ISSN: 2455-6939
Volume:04, Issue:04 "July-August 2018"

Fig. 8: a) Papaver rhoeas receptacle used to make dolls; Silene vulgaris flower ‘bombs’ (b);
bracelets and necklaces made from dried Tordylium apulum seeds (c)
4. CONCLUSIONS
The data collected revealed how in Central Italy, and in Umbria in particular, traditional
knowledge and practices related to food, medicinal and recreational uses of EWPs are still very
much alive. The fact that to date an exhaustive inventory of uses has not been compiled
constitutes a critical issue. Therefore it would be important to establish a common approach and
methodology to standardise available knowledge on uses so that data collected by different
reseachers could be reliably confronted and analysed. A second, no less important, aspect
concerns the many health benefits that these species can provide, and so which could, especially
in developing countries, counteract malnutrition. FAO 2009 recognises that nutrition and
biodiversity converge towards a common objective of food safety and sustainable development
in which wild species play a key role in global nutrition security. Furthermore a renewed interest
in wild species may encourage the study of local flora, thus contributing to the protection and
conservation of biodiversity, and to the dissemination of knowledge and conservation of local
customs, thereby reaching a deeper understanding of how local communities view their resources
and how they manage the plants which are a source of food or medicinal remedies. In this way
those same communities would continue to benefit from their local ecosystems, sustainably.
These aspect confirm that ethnobotany is in fact a best practice for the affirmation of two (among
17) of the most important SDG 2015-2030, that is to say number 3 - Ensure healthy lives and
promote well-being for all at all ages, and number 12 - Ensure sustainable consumption and
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production patterns that are the pillar of the principles of well-being (Ciani and Fagioli, 2016)
for all and for all ages and for the implementation of the Circular Economy.
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