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Cultivating Mediterranean innovation for
sustainable food systems
Introduction to the MEDIET Project

Biagio Di Terlizzi
Director of CIHEAM Bari

The MEDIET project was conceived in response to the profound transformations affecting
Mediterranean food systems. While the Mediterranean Diet is globally celebrated for its health
benefits, the region faces increasing pressures: climate variability, biodiversity loss, shifting
consumption patterns, and the challenge of balancing agricultural productivity with environmental
sustainability. These pressures have been further intensified by conflicts, trade disruptions, and
limited access to essential resources, making traditional diets progressively less sustainable.
Against this backdrop, MEDIET was designed as a multidisciplinary, transnational initiative to
reassess legumes, key components of Mediterranean agriculture and diets, through integrated
scientific, environmental, and socio-economic perspectives.

| - Framework and objectives

Implemented by CIHEAM-Bari between 2022 and 2025 with the support of the Italian Directorate
General for Development Cooperation (DGCS/MAECI), MEDIET engaged partners from 17
countries across the Mashreq (Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Palestine, Iraq, Egypt), the Maghreb
(Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Mauritania), and the Balkans (Albania, North Macedonia,
Montenegro, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Serbia). Capturing this diversity was essential to generate
knowledge that is both scientifically robust and contextually relevant.

The project combined rigorous scientific investigation with practical application, seeking not only
to generate data but also to promote dialogue, capacity building, and policy engagement. lts
ambition was to encourage the adoption of alternative agronomic practices, foster innovation
throughout production and processing value chains, inform dietary guidance, and support the
development of sustainability strategies across the Mediterranean basin.

MEDIET pursued four interrelated objectives:

1. Development of the FEED Platform
A digital knowledge hub designed to strengthen evidence-based decision-making and
promote cross-border knowledge sharing.

2. Advancing scientific understanding of nutritional and nutraceutical properties
Systematic characterization of lentils, chickpeas, fava beans, and Phaseolus beans
highlighted their nutritional value and roles in soil fertility, biodiversity, and climate
resilience. Analyses covered protein content, amino acid profiles, dietary fiber,
micronutrients, and bioactive compounds.

3. Assessing environmental and socio-economic impacts
Legumes’ contributions to soil health, reduced inputs, and resilient cropping systems
were quantified using updated sustainability indicators. Socio-economic assessments
complemented this work by examining value chains, markets, and livelihood outcomes.
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4. Strengthening dialogue and cooperation
Capacity-building activities and international conferences ensured scientific evidence
informed policy, markets, and practices, underscoring inclusivity and regional integration.

Il —-Approach and results

MEDIET adopted a participatory, interdisciplinary approach, with coordinated efforts among
national research institutions, project partners and field experts. This coherence ensured results
to be regionally interpretable while respecting local specificities.

Key outcomes include:

e Nutritional and nutraceutical profiling
More than 150 samples of lentils, chickpeas, fava beans, and Phaseolus beans were
analysed using standardized protocols at CIHEAM-Bari’s Laboratory of Environmental
and Agricultural Chemistry. The resulting dataset offers unprecedented insights into
compositional variability, functional properties, and resilience traits, supporting
breeding, cultivation strategies, and dietary recommendations.

e Creation of the FEED Platform
A digital hub consolidating over 4,000 references on food security and sustainability,
serving as connective infrastructure for researchers and practitioners
(feedcommunity.net).

e Environmental assessments
Harmonized indicators captured resource use, emissions, and ecosystem interactions,
providing a comprehensive sustainability evaluation of legume cultivation in the
different countries.

e Scientific dissemination
Collaborative publications and thematic analyses expanded MEDIET’s reach. A
notable example is the paper “Exploring the nutritional and nutraceutical significance of
legumes: A comparative analysis across Mashreq countries” (NEW MEDIT, 2025),
which examined 50 legumes accessions across four Levant countries and Egypt.

In parallel, CIHEAM-Bari researchers prepared two contributions for Options Meditérranéennes:

o Nutritional and nutraceutical features of Mediterranean pulses — Final Results of the
MEDIET Project mapping legume properties across North Africa, the Balkans, and the
Levant.

o Technical-scientific report for the environmental and socio-economic sustainability
assessment of the legumes selected in Project MEDIET analyzing environmental
impacts with updated sustainability indicators.

The project’s conclusion marked a transition rather than an endpoint. In 2025, partners
established the International Meta-Network BEANS, building on MEDIET’s foundations to

expand research, promote innovation, and support policy engagement related to legumes and
sustainable food systems (beans.ciheam.org).
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lll - Legacy and perspectives

MEDIET’s legacy lies in both knowledge and orientation. The identification of nutritionally and
environmentally promising legumes accessions opens pathways for breeding strategies, linking
scientific characterization with agricultural adoption and market development. The integration of
environmental indicators strengthens the case for legumes within climate and sustainability
strategies.

Equally important, the collaborative frameworks established through MEDIET illustrate the
potential of Mediterranean cooperation as a driver of innovation.

In summary, MEDIET demonstrates how multidisciplinary research, participatory methodologies,
and regional partnerships can generate actionable insights. By reconnecting biodiversity,
nutrition, and sustainability, the project contributes to a renewed understanding of legumes as
strategic assets within Mediterranean and global food systems.
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