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Abstract: New solutions are compulsorily needed to reconcile the enormous and ever-growing
request for protein for human nutrition and, at the same time, reduce conventional meat production.
This epochal challenge can find a valuable aid to a winning solution in insect rearing. The use of
insects as feed and food, far from being a definitive solution to global food shortages, can offer new
protein sources and perfectly fit circular economy precepts, yet more so when insects feed on by-
products from the agri-food industry. In this scenario, Tenebrio molitor (TM) is a concrete alternative.
Therefore, making its rearing more sustainable is a prime objective. In this paper, we evaluated
the possibility of replacing usual plant sources of wet supplementation used in TM rearing with
sustainable alternatives, including the cladodes of prickly pear (Opuntias ficus indica, OFI), to reduce
the frequency of administration, thus minimizing related labor costs. The alternatives were tested for
water content, dehydration, and shelf life to select the best-performing ones. On the selected matrices,
we evaluated the preference of the larvae and their palatability because a matrix may be convenient
and sustainable but not appreciated by consumers. The results showed that OFI cladodes have high
moisture and a long shelf life and are appreciated by the larvae that prefer them to other matrices.
Thus, OFI can replace the conventional wet source in TM rearing, at least in areas where this cactus
grows wild and is not difficult to obtain.

Keywords: Tenebrio molitor rearing; Opuntia ficus indica; alternative protein source; human food;
novel foods

1. Introduction

The world’s challenge today is to feed the entire human population sustainably. In
fact, the increase in the population to over 9 billion by 2050 [1] and the consequent increase
in the demand for food will lead to the excessive exploitation of animals and habitats,
with deforestation and increased greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions [2]. In this context, the
food system releases more than a quarter of all GHG emissions, most of which are due to
livestock [3].

Reducing the consumption of emissions-intensive animal-based foods can improve
our dramatic environmental and climatic scenario. However, the trend towards plant-
based diets cannot assure either health results or higher sustainability [4]. There is a need
to find alternative, more sustainable protein sources—best if produced using a circular
economy perspective.

Given their biological characteristics and nutritional profile, insects lend themselves
to being a solution to global food shortages [5,6]. In nature, about 2000 species of edible
insects can provide food for both humans and farm animals such as fish, poultry, etc. [7].

Among edible insects, Tenebrio molitor (TM), a beetle of the Tenebrionidae family, also
named yellow mealworm, has been extensively studied in the last few years in scientific
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circles as an alternative source of protein, especially since the European Commission
approved it as a Novel Food and deemed it fit for human consumption in June 2021 [8].

TM has several advantages: it has a higher efficiency in converting food to body
weight than meat animals, it reproduces and grows quickly, and its edible fraction is almost
100% compared to chicken and pigs (55%) and cattle (40%) [9]. It is currently widely used
for animal feed such as fish, birds, and poultry, both as a whole larva and as a processed
product (protein meals, protein extracts, and oils) [10,11].

TM rearing is much more sustainable than traditional livestock farming, as it emits
fewer GHGs and requires less space and water [12]. Moreover, TM fits perfectly into a
circular economy logic as it can grow and efficiently convert agro-industrial by-products
into protein, thus valorizing secondary feedstocks and reducing food loss and waste [13].

TM can exploit organic matter as a source of nutrients and water. Water supply is
crucial in insect rearing. It is known that TM larvae (TMLs), unlike adults [14], can recover
water from atmospheric moisture, but only at high levels (88–92%) [15]. Such values, on
the other hand, positively influence larval growth, causing their weight to increase already
in the early period of development [16].

Humidifying the rearing environment, however, is not energetically sustainable as it
requires additional water and, in the case of facilities like climatic chambers (especially on
large-scale farms), high energy consumption. Moreover, highly humid environments favor
the growth of mold and bacteria.

The most feasible alternative is to provide water using discrete doses of vegetables
(potatoes, carrots, pumpkin, red cabbage, and red beet) distributed 2–3 times a week [17].
Such additional feeding does not harm rearing and even reduces the larval development
time [9], increases the average weight of larvae of the same age [18], and decreases the feed
conversion ratio (i.e., the amount of feed it takes to grow one kilogram of larvae) [19].

To ensure the economic and environmental sustainability of small- and medium-scale
TM farming, it is preferable to use “water-supplying vegetable matrices” (hereinafter
VMs) such as agri-food by-products that are inexpensive, seasonally available, and do not
compete with human nutrition [20].

For our TM rearing, we focused on the cladodes of the prickly pear cactus (Opuntia
ficus-indica (L.) Mill., hereinafter OFI). This cactus is a rustic crop, cultivated in warm
climate areas for its fruit, but it is also very common on poor, dry soils, or marginal lands
due to its easy adaptation. For non-productive purposes, it is used as a defensive hedge
(due to the presence of spines) and windbreak. It is widely used in soil erosion protection
and degraded area restoration programs, providing food resources during drought [21].
Mexico is the world’s largest producer of prickly pears, while Italy (specifically Sicily) is
the biggest European producer [22].

In specialized productive orchards, annual pruning produces a large amount of waste
of cladodes/immature fruits which is usually wasteful and costly to farmers [23]. However,
recent studies have shown that these by-products can be sources of high-value components
with antioxidant activity, exploitable as anticancer, anti-inflammatory, hypoglycemic, lipid-
lowering, and cholesterol-lowering agents [24,25].

OFI has several advantages as a water source for small- to medium-scale insect farming.
It is widely spread and cultivated in the Mediterranean area and semi-arid climate areas
of South Africa, Australia, and Central and South America. OFI cladodes are available
throughout the year, even in semi-arid areas, and store well at room temperature, thus
allowing to reduce energy costs for storage [26].

This article’s principal objectives are to evaluate OFI as a replacement for the most
common VMs, at least in areas where OFI is widespread, and demonstrate whether it is
possible to reduce the wet supplementation frequency to reduce related labor costs. To
achieve these goals, we compared the performance of OFI to other selected fresh VMs,
in terms of dehydration and shelf life in the rearing chamber, the choice of TMLs, the
palatability by TMLs after 6 days under rearing conditions, and the larval weight gain
and survival.
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2. Materials and Methods

One-year-old OFI cladodes were collected in the ENEA—Trisaia research centre (in the
Basilicata region, in the south of Italy), where they grow wild. The cladodes are harvested
when they reach a size of about 40 × 20 cm2 and are brushed thoroughly to remove thorns
and stored at room temperature. They were provided to TMLs with the peel because its
presence protects them from molding and slows down dehydration, mainly due to their
fatty acids that keep out water-soluble molecules [27].

The other tested VMs were purchased from local retail suppliers. All experiments
were conducted in a rearing room and on TMLs reared at the Trisaia research centre under
standard conditions of temperature (28.0 ± 0.1 ◦C), relative humidity (60 ± 5%), and
photoperiod (0L:24D) [28]. The Larvae’s standard diet consisted of 95% bran and 5%
zootechnical yeast, purchased from local suppliers of livestock products. The larvae used in
the various tests were reared in standard conditions and fed with the standard diet, adding
slices of carrot twice a week, as a source of water, vitamins, and minerals.

2.1. Dehydration Test of Some VMs

One of the aims of this article is to look for an alternative to reduce the frequency
of administration of VMs to TMLs. The VM chosen, however, must have particular char-
acteristics, including that it does not dry out or go moldy when administered (i.e., un-
der rearing conditions) and does not require removal within a few days of administra-
tion. For this purpose, the suitability of vegetables as a wet supplement was tested over
time, under standard rearing conditions. The tested VMs are carrot (C), used as a con-
trol, OFI, potato (P), white apple (WA), red apple (RA), and red beet (RB). Specifically,
2 cm × 2 cm × 1 cm cubes of each VM, weighing on average 4.46 ± 0.41 g, without peel,
were placed in the rearing chamber for 4 observation times, i.e., 3, 6, 9, and 12 days (respec-
tively indicated as T3, T6, T9, and T12), according to a completely randomized design with
10 pieces (replicates) per treatment. Weight loss was used to estimate water loss over time.
The presence of mold/rot was verified for each observation time.

In addition, for non-moldy VMs after three days, the initial percentage of water content
was determined using a thermobalance (Gibertini Eurotherm, mod. EUJ; precision ± 1 mg).

2.2. Choice Test by TMLs

The 60-day-old TMLs (kept for 24 h without wet supplementation) were weighed and
divided into 10 groups each of 15 larvae, balancing the weights of the replicates to avoid
larger and more ravenous larvae all ending up in the same group.

The protocol for the choice tests was adapted from Morales-Ramos et al. (2020) [29].
In detail, multiple-choice arenas (12 cm-diameter Petri dishes) were set up with cubes
of three VMs (OFI, C, and P), weighing enough to provide 3 g of water/cube of VMs,
according to the percentages of water contained in each VM previously determined using
the thermobalance. Thus, the water content, which was the same for all the matrices, could
not influence the choice of larvae. The average cube weights were OFI = 2.68 ± 0.08 g,
C = 2.44 ± 0.05 g, and P = 2.65 ± 0.04 g.

Fifteen larvae/arena were released simultaneously into the center of the arena
(Figure 1). The number of larvae present on each VM was observed after 20 min (the
maximum time defined by the preliminary tests). The test was performed under standard
rearing conditions using larvae reared on a standard diet with the wet supplement in the
first case consisting of carrots (larvae taken as our control, CtL) and in the second case, it
consisted of various vegetable matrices (VvL). This was carried out to test whether the
habit of a particular wet supplement influenced the larvae in their choice. The choice tests
were repeated 10 times (replicates) for each group of larvae (CtL and VvL).
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Figure 1. Choice test. Arena prepared with the OFI-P-C equally spaced from the center and 15 TMLs
in the choice phase.

2.3. Palatability Test of the VMs by the TMLs

60-day-old TMLs (0.75 ± 0.09 g), kept for 24 h without wet supplementation, were
used to investigate the palatability of the VMs, both fresh (“Fresh”) and stored in a rearing
room for 6 days (“Stored”). In detail, larvae fed on the standard diet were administered
fresh portions (0.56 ± 0.07 g) and stored portions (0.17 ± 0.05 g) of the VMs (carrot (C),
potato (P), and OFI). After 96 h, the residual weight of the VMs is measured to evaluate the
amount of VMs eaten by the larvae. Ten replicates of each VM were conducted using ten
larvae/replicate.

In addition, we calculated the percentage of moisture in the three VMs, both in the
“Fresh” and “Stored” samples, by using the thermobalance (Gibertini Eurotherm, mod.
EUJ; precision ±1 mg).

2.4. Performance of the TMLs Fed on the Standard Diet and the VMs

Next, 30-day-old TMLs (6.2 ± 0.5 mg), previously reared under standard conditions,
were used to evaluate the effect of three VMs (carrot (C), potato (P), and OFI), added
to the standard diet, on larval weight gain. Complete randomization was applied to
the experimental design, with 10 replicates/treatments and adding about 1 g/replica of
different VMs to the standard diet on a weekly basis. Each replicate consisted of groups of
20 larvae, according to Rumbos et al. [17].

After one month, the trial was stopped, and larval survival was evaluated. The final
larval weight was determined with an analytical balance (Gibertini, mod. E42S-B; precision
±0.1 mg), and the weight gain/larva was calculated.

2.5. Statistical Analyses

For all tests, the data collected were statistically processed using the software Graph-
Pad Prism version 8 (GraphPad Software, San Diego, CA, USA). The values are shown
as the means ± standard deviation (SD). Homogeneity of variance and normality was
verified prior to the statistical analysis. If this was confirmed, one-way ANOVA was used,
followed by Tukey’s post hoc test to identify the differences between the multiple theses.
Alternatively, the Kruskal–Wallis test with pairwise multiple comparisons (Dunn’s test)
was applied. An unpaired t-test was used to compare the means of two groups of indepen-
dent values with the homogeneity of variance and normality. Significance was assumed
at p < 0.05.

3. Results
3.1. Dehydration Test of Some VMs

The dehydration test in the rearing chamber provided interesting data on both weight
loss (Table 1) and mold and rot resistance (Figure 2) at four observation times: 3–6–9–12 days
(named T3, T6, T9, and T12, respectively).
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Table 1. Percentage of weight loss in the six VMs during four times of observation.

VMs T3 T6 T9 T12

OFI 54.02 ± 5.32 a 78.13 ± 9.32 a 90.88 ± 1.03 a 91.22 ± 8.38 a

P 58.85 ± 7.02 ab 76.20 ± 6.25 a 86.32 ± 1.15 b 86.16 ± 1.28 bc

C 62.72 ± 3.45 b 78.74 ± 2.82 a 87.00 ± 1.01 b 85.13 ± 0.35 b

WA 45.18 ± 4.12 c 59.92 ± 5.21 b 81.71 ± 0.93 c 79.73 ± 1.04 d

RB 46.50 ± 2.13 c 63.07 ±6.17 b 77.17 ± 2.27 d 76.67 ± 1.04 d

RA 46.45 ± 3.48 c 66.27 ± 1.37 b 81.13 ± 0.44 c 84.91 ± 1.07 c

Notes: VMs = water-suppling vegetable matrices. Values with different letters within columns are significantly
different according to Tukey’s test (p < 0.05).
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standard conditions.

Comparing the weight loss of the various matrices at the four observation times using
the unpaired t-test (p < 0.05), it can be observed that the values at T9 and T12 for all the
VMs are unchanged, while the values at T3, T6, and T9 are significantly different, probably
because after 9 days, they have no more water to lose, and only their dry weight remains.
The comparison between the results for the different VMs for each observation time using
Tukey’s multiple comparison tests shows that at T3, OFI is significantly different from all
matrices except P, and C is different from every other VM except P. At T6, OFI, P, and C are
significantly different from WA, RB, and RA. At T9, P equals C and WA equals RA. Finally,
at T12, OFI is still significantly different from all the matrices.

What happens during the dehydration test in the rearing chamber to two of the six
VMs is evident in Figure 2. The white apple (WA) and the red apple (RA) develop mold
after only 6 days and show clear signs of rotting already at 3 days; their texture also becomes
immediately too soft, making them very difficult to handle.

At T3, clear signs of desiccation also begin to appear on the potato samples. The other
3 VMs (OFI, C, and RB), although showing small changes, are still usable at T6. At 9 days
(T9), OFI and C also show clear signs of desiccation, while, apparently, RB seems to resist
better, probably because it has a higher dry residue and lower water content than the other
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three VMs at the start (Table 2). At T12, all matrices are strongly altered and their use as a
source of water is certainly not recommended.

Table 2. Percentage of dry matter and moisture in the four VMs calculated by the thermobalance.

VMs Dry Matter (%) Moisture Content (%)

Carrot (C) 12.37 ± 0.32 87.63 ± 2.19
Potato (P) 18.06 ± 0.51 81.94 ± 2.05

Prickly Pear (OFI) 11.07 ± 0.28 88.93 ± 2.22
Red Beet (RB) 31.15 ± 0.84 68.85 ± 1.91

Note: VMs = water-suppling vegetable matrices.

Although RB has shown excellent resistance to dehydration, given its lower water
content than other VMs, a larger amount of RB should be added to the standard diet
to guarantee the appropriate water supplement, or it should be added twice a week, as
is usually carried out with carrots. In addition, it is not a convenient alternative wet
supplement, because of its cost and use for human nutrition. Therefore, we ruled it out in
subsequent tests.

3.2. Choice Test by TMLs

At the end of the choice test, the number of larvae on the three VMs was detected,
both for larvae that received carrots (CtL) and various vegetable matrices (VvL) as their
water source.

The unpaired t-test shows that the choice of VM is not influenced by the type of wet
supplement habitually consumed, as there is no statistically significant difference between
the values in the same column, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Number of TMLs on the three VMs.

OFI P C No Choice

CtL 6.7 ± 1.4 a 2.7 ± 1.1 b 2.5 ± 1.1 b 3.2 ± 1.6 b

VvL 5.8 ± 1.9 a 2.8 ± 1.1 b 2.6 ± 1.1 b 3.8 ± 2.3 b

Notes: CtL = number of larvae habitually fed with a standard diet and carrot (control); VvL = number of larvae
usually fed on a standard diet and various vegetable sources. Values with different letters within rows are
significantly different according to Tukey’s test (p < 0.05). The unpaired t-test for the comparison between the
values in the same column shows no significant differences.

3.3. Palatability Test of the VMs by the TMLs

In this test, we observed both groups of larvae (“Fresh” and “Stored”) for 96 h and
noticed that as soon as we provided the ‘Fresh’ VMs, the larvae pounced on them, whereas
as soon as we provided the ‘Stored’ VMs, the larvae took a while to approach the VMs.

The results on the VMs’ consumption are shown in Figure 3.
The data were analyzed using an unpaired t-test to detect differences between the

types of administration for each VM (Figure 3a) and Dunn’s test to evaluate differences
between the VMs by the type of administration (Figure 3b).

Figure 3a shows no significant difference between the consumption percentages of
‘fresh’ and ‘stored’ OFI. In contrast, the percentages of consumption between the ‘Fresh’
and ‘Stored’ matrices are significantly different for both P and C. Figure 3b shows that
among the “Fresh” VMs, the consumption percentage of OFI is different from that of P,
while C is not different from the other two. Furthermore, among the “Stored” VMs, the
consumption percentage of C is significantly different from that of OFI and P.
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Figure 3. Percentage of VMs consumed by the TMLs after 96 h. (a) Percentage of consumption
for each VM, administered as “fresh” (blue bars) and “stored” (pink bars). Bars with different
lowercase letters are significantly different according to the unpaired t-test (p < 0.05). (b) Percentage
consumption of the three tested VMs for each administrative condition. Bars with different uppercase
letters are significantly different according to Dunn’s test (p < 0.05).

The analysis of the three VMs with the thermobalance provided interesting results
(Table 4).
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Table 4. Percentage of moisture in the three VMs calculated by the thermobalance. The analyses were
conducted on both fresh samples (“Fresh”) (see Table 2) and those stored in a rearing room for 6
days (“Stored”).

VMs Moisture (%)

Fresh Stored

Carrot (C) 87.63 ± 2.19 ac 29.66 ± 0.86 a

Potato (P) 81.94 ± 2.05 b 28.60 ± 0.73 a

Prickly Pear (OFI) 88.93 ± 2.22 c 50.27 ± 1.51 b

Note: Values with different lowercase letters within columns are significantly different according to Tukey’s
test (p < 0.05).

Tukey’s test for the comparison between the moisture data for the three VMs shows
that the three fresh samples have similar percentages of moisture content, except for P,
which has a slightly lower percentage. After 6 days, the moisture percentage is similar only
for P and C, while OFI has approximately twice as much moisture as the other two matrices.

3.4. Performance of the TMLs Fed on the Standard Diet and the VMs

The weekly supply of the tested VMs, as a moist supplement to the standard diet,
ensured a larval survival rate of 98% (Table 5). Furthermore, after one month of observation,
larval survival was not significantly different between the treatments. Conversely, the
weight gain/larva was differently influenced by the provided VM (F = 34.907; df = 3.36;
p ≤ 0.0001). In fact, the weight gain in the P-fed larvae was significantly less than in
the other treatments. In the C-fed larvae and OFI-fed larvae, the weight gain/larva was
significantly higher than in the P-fed larvae, but they were not different from each other.

Table 5. Effects of different VMs on larval survival and weight gain; VMs were added as a wet
supplement to the standard diet for one month of rearing.

Wet Supplement Survival (%) Weight Gain/Larva (mg)

Potato (P) 98.5 ± 3.4 53.8 ± 4.2 a

Carrot (C) 98.0 ± 3.5 62.5 ± 2.1 b

Prickly Pear (OFI) 98.0 ± 3.5 64.8 ± 3.5 b

Notes: Survival values subjected to the Kruskal–Wallis test with pairwise comparison; weight gain values
subjected to one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s post hoc test. The means with the same letter within columns
are not significantly different at the 5% level of significance.

The lower weight gain in the P-fed larvae could be because we fed them the same
quantity of wet supplement per week (1 g/replicate) instead of the same amount of water.
Indeed, the potato contains a lower water percentage than the other two administered VMs
(see Table 2).

4. Discussion

We tested OFI cladodes as a wet supplement both to test the possibility of using a more
sustainable alternative in areas where it is spontaneous and widespread and to decrease
the frequency of administration and, thus, the costs of managing the rearing activity.

The need to supplement the TM’s dry diet with a vegetable matrix providing water and
minerals, as well as some vitamins, is reported by many authors, who mostly used potato
slices [29,30] once or twice a week [17] or sliced carrots [31] once a week [32]. Ruschioni
et al. (2020) tried feeding olive pomace in addition to the dry diet [33].

Wet supplementation is so important in TM rearing, both in terms of survival and
larval weight gain, that Morales-Ramos et al. established an optimal diet consisting of 20%
of a mixed substrate, which in turn consists of 83% moist integration, i.e., more than 16%
of the total diet consists of water [34]. Deruytter et al. (2021) studied the influence of wet
supplement distribution on the weight gain of TMLs, by testing the different distances
between wet supplement pieces and different numbers of pieces per larval density [35].
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Although the comparison between TM and meat animals (pigs, chickens, and cattle)
sees TM as the winner in terms of lower water consumption per gram of protein [36],
the TM’s water footprint can certainly be reduced by appropriately choosing the water-
supplying matrix. In this sense, the same study by Miglietta et al. (2015), which focused
on medium–large industrial rearing of TM that uses a diet of mixed cereals with small
percentages of brewer’s yeast (like our standard diet) and carrots as VMs, calculated an
annual food consumption of 182 t of mixed grains and 260 t of carrots. These quantities
correspond to the virtual water consumption of approximately 310,000 m3 and 51,000 m3,
respectively. In addition, carrots need much more watering than mixed grain feed. The
peculiar characteristics of OFI, a cactus with low water and cultural needs, make it ideal for
significantly reducing the water footprint of medium-scale TM rearing [36].

In addition to the water footprint, the choice of the water-supplying vegetable is a
critical point in increasing the whole sustainability of mealworm rearing. Coudron et al.
(2022) calculated that 1.35 kg of VMs is required for each kg of worms produced. The
authors pointed out that the use of VMs requires frequent procurement, energy costs for
their transport and storage, and a lot of labor, which obviously affects the production costs
and economic sustainability of TM rearing [37].

For this purpose, we chose to test the prickly pear cladodes because they have the
necessary requisites for their valorization as by-products, are available all year round, are
not subtracted from the human diet, are sufficiently inexpensive, and require little energy
or economic expenditure for supply and storage [20]. From this point of view, the most
frequently used matrices (potatoes, carrots, and apples) are usually by-products of the agri-
food chain, which could be valorized in the same sector for juices, extracts, etc. Conversely,
the cladodes are the by-product derived from pruning OFI orchards for fruit production,
which is not intended for human nutrition. The absence of competition between resources
and human needs is therefore underlined.

Moreover, energy consumption for storage is one of the most critical aspects for the
other water-suppling vegetables. In our trials, we observed that apples rot very quickly
(Figure 2). Red beets are more resistant to dehydration and molding but contain too little
water (Table 2) to be a sustainable alternative, as they need to be added more frequently
to the standard diet. Potatoes have a water content slightly lower than carrots and OFI
and are quite palatable to TMLs. However, they show significant signs of dehydration
as early as day 3 in the rearing chamber, thus requiring more frequent feeding. Finally,
carrots, normally used as a control, have a water content comparable to OFI and a similar
dehydration/molding pattern. However, they are less attractive to the larvae. Testing the
palatability of “fresh” and 6-day-old matrices under standard rearing conditions (“stored”),
we observed that TMLs like both “fresh” and “stored” OFI equally. Among the “fresh”
VMs, they like the potato slightly more, whereas, among the “stored” ones, the preference
is definitely for the carrot (Figure 3). What makes us favor the use of OFI is its water content
after 6 days, which is about twice that of the other two VMs tested. We have also shown that
providing OFI as a wet supplement to the standard diet guarantees a very good survival
rate for the TMLs (equal to that provided by carrots and potatoes) and a larval weight gain
comparable to that obtained by feeding them carrots (Table 5). The larval weight gain due
to potato feeding is slightly lower, as expected, due to the lower water content of potatoes
per gram of VMs fed. This demonstrates that the amount of water supplied to the TMLs by
the wet supplement influences their weight gain and suggests that wet supplementation
also provides important nutrients for larval growth.

Our results suggest that OFI represents a valid and easily available alternative VM,
which is particularly attractive to TMLs. The cladodes have an interesting water content,
which makes it possible to replenish the TM herds even every 10 days.

To our knowledge, this is the first time that OFI has been considered a possible wet
substitute in TM rearing, or at least, there are no other scientific articles on its use in this
context. For this reason, no literature data are available to compare with our results. The
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current study represents a novelty in introducing and evaluating OFI as a cost-effective,
easily available, and more sustainable alternative VM.

On the other hand, based on our experience, using OFI may have limitations in
medium-scale TM rearing, which would merit further investigation. For example, when
OFI is administered in the rearing vessels, the larvae pounce on the water-rich pulp and
leave the peel intact, which then dries up until the next addition. These peels end up
in the leftover feed and must be removed before the new OFI administration. Another
limitation could be the number of cladodes needed, which, by projecting our results for a
medium-scale farm, could be around 30 kg/month. As a result, TM rearing should have an
orchard or a marginal field large enough to provide such quantities.

On the other hand, based on our experience, using OFI may have limitations in
medium-scale TM rearing, which would merit further investigation. For example, when
OFI is administered in the rearing vessels, the larvae pounce on the water-rich pulp and
leave the peel intact that dry up until the next addition. These peels add to leftover feed and
must be removed before adding new OFI administration. Another limitation could be the
number of cladodes needed, which, projecting our results for a medium-scale farm, could
be around 30 kg/month. As a result, TM rearing should have an orchard or a marginal
field large enough to provide such quantities.

All this is crucial with a view to setting up medium–small TML rearing that is increas-
ingly sustainable, especially in anticipation of the ever-increasing use of TMLs as a source
of protein in human nutrition.

5. Conclusions

The tests conducted in this study allow us to suggest the use of OFI as a water source
in TM rearing, especially in the Mediterranean area, where this cactus is widespread, but its
cladodes are little used for human consumption. We have demonstrated that OFI maintains
its overall qualities for more days than apple and potato and, at the same time, remains
palatable for mealworms (therefore, the frequency of OFI administrations is lower). OFI
does not require preservation at low temperatures (therefore, there are no costs for the
investment of facilities for its conservation nor costs for energy consumption), and OFI
administration like supplying water increases larval growth. In addition, residual cladodes
from pruning can be used, thus enhancing what would otherwise have no value and saving
water that would have been necessary for producing VMs with high water demand. Based
on our results, OFI is an advantageous alternative water source that could further reduce
the ecological footprint of TM rearing at the small–medium production level.
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