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This work reviews literature on ethnobotanical knowledge of wild edible plants and their potential 
role in combating food insecurity in Ethiopia. Information on a total of 413 wild edible plants 
belonging to 224 genera and 77 families was compiled in this review. Shrubs represented 31% of 
species followed by trees (30%), herbs (29%) and climbers (9%). Families Fabaceae (35 species), 
Tiliaceae (20) and Capparidaceae (19) were found to be represented by the highest number of ed-
ible species. About 56% (233) of species have edibility reports from more than one community in 
Ethiopia. Fruits were reported as the commonly utilized edible part in 51% of species. It was found 
that studies on wild edible plants of Ethiopia cover only about 5% of the country’s districts which 
indicates the need for more ethnobotanical research addressing all districts. Although there have 
been some attempts to conduct nutritional analyses of wild edible plants, available results were 
found to be insignificant when compared to the wild edible plant wealth of the country. Results 
also show that wild edible plants of Ethiopia are used as supplementary, seasonal or survival food 
sources in many cultural groups, and hence play a role in combating food insecurity. The presence 
of anthropogenic and environmental factors affecting the wild plant wealth of the country calls 
for immediate action so as to effectively document, produce a development plan and utilize the 
plants.
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 Introduction
 Ethnobotanical investigations into wild edible plants

Wild edible plants (WEPs) refer to species that are neither cultivated nor domesti-
cated, but are available from their wild natural habitat and used as sources of food (Be-
luhan and Ranogajec, 2010). Despite the primary reliance of most agricultural societies 
on staple crop plants, the tradition of eating WEP products continues in the present day.  
In addition to their role in closing food gaps during periods of drought or scarcity, WEPs 
play an important role in maintaining livelihood security for many people in developing 
countries (Afolayan and Jimoh, 2009).
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WEPs have been a focus of research for many ethnobotanists in recent decades. Cur-
rently, there is renewed global interest in documenting ethnobotanical information on 
neglected wild edible food sources (Bharucha and Pretty, 2010). Since traditional knowl-
edge on WEPs is being eroded through acculturation and the loss of plant biodiversity 
along with indigenous people and their cultural background, promoting research on 
wild food plants is crucial in order to safeguard this information for future societies (As-
faw, 2009).

A major objective of ethnobotanical investigation into wild food plants is the docu-
mentation of indigenous knowledge associated with these plants. Comparative studies 
on WEPs in different cultures or ethnic groups of a country or among different countries, 
may contribute to the identification of the most widely used species for further nutri-
tional analysis (Termote et al., 2009; De Caluwé, 2010a and 2010b). Nutritional analysis 
results provide clues to aid the promotion of those species that have the best nutritional 
values which helps to to ensure dietetic diversity and combat food insecurity (Tardio et 
al., 2006).

 A considerable amount of research has been conducted worldwide on WEP ethno-
botany with an emphasis on field surveys and documentation, to cite but a few: Asfaw 
and Tadesse (2001); Pieroni et al. (2002); Ertug (2004); Reyes-Garcia et al.(2005); Balemie 
and Kibebew (2006); Tardio et al. (2006); Arenas and Scarpa (2007); Rashid et al. (2008); 
Asfaw (2009); Giday et al. (2009); and Teklehaymanot and Giday (2010). Moreover, re-
search on nutritional value and health benefits of WEPs has been reported from Grivetti 
and Ogle (2000); Ohiokpehal (2003); Heinrich et al. (2005); Balemie and Kibebew (2006); 
Termote et al. (2009, 2010 and 2011), De Caluwé (2010a and 2010b); Beluhan and Ranoga-
jec (2010) and Feyssa et al. (2011). Regardless of the numerous efforts to document WEPs 
and  associated indigenous knowledge, underestimation of the value of these WEPs can 
lead to the neglect of ecosystems that nurture them and the indigenous knowledge sys-
tems that are related to them (Pilgrim et al., 2008). Hence, we found it worthwhile to go 
through ethnobotanical information on WEPs of Ethiopia and compile existing informa-
tion as a basis lead for further investigations into these plants.

 Potential contribution to food security

When compared to domesticated plant food sources, wild plant foods tend to be 
overlooked. However there is substantial evidence that indicates the importance of wild 
edibles in terms of the global food basket. Since WEPs are freely accessible within natu-
ral habitats, indigenous people have knowledge of how to gather and prepare the foods 
(Somnasang and Moreno-Black, 2000). According to Abermound (2009), about one bil-
lion people in the world use wild foods (mostly from plants) on a daily basis. Moreover, 
over 300 million people obtain a substantial part of their livelihood in the form of Non-
Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) from wild forests (Belcher et al., 2005). 

According to Jaenicke and Hoschle-Zeledon (2006), over 50 percent of the world’s 
daily requirement of proteins and calories is obtained from only three crops: wheat, maize 
and rice. The dependence on a few domesticated species limits dietetic diversity and leads 
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to over dependence on limited resources. By contrast, ethnobotanical investigations on 
WEPs suggest that more than 7,000 species have been used for food in human history 
(Grivetti and Ogle, 2000). In countries such as China, India, Thailand and Bangladesh 
hundreds of WEPs are still consumed along with domesticated species (Mazhar et al., 
2007). The document of Rathore (2009) shows the presence of 600 WEP species in India. 
Moreover, Boa (2004) documented the presence of over 1000 species of wild edible fungi 
(which do not belong to the plant kingdom but are closely related to it) worldwide. These 
figures show the intimate link between WEPs and the diets of many people, hence wild 
edibles can be considered to be useful resources in the efforts to achieve food security. 
Further to their roles in food security, many WEPs such as Adansonia digitata L. (Malvace-
ae), Moringa stenopetala (Bak. f.) Cufod. (Moringaceae), Syzygium guineense (Willd.) DC. 
(Myrtaceae) and Ximenia americana L. (Olacaceae) are acknowledged for their medicinal, 
cultural, forage and economic values (Johns et al., 1996; Ogle et al., 2003; Reyes-Garcia et 
al., 2005; Shrestha and Dhillon, 2006). 

 Nutritional value of WEPs

Leaves, stems, fruits, flowers, tubers, barks, seeds, roots, and so on,  of lots of WEPs 
are still consumed for their dietary value in many communities around the globe. Some 
of these WEPs are used as primary food sources while others are used as secondary con-
diments in dishes prepared from domesticated cultivars (Lockett and Grivetti, 2000). 
These plants play an important role as a source of energy and micronutrients (Afolayan 
and Jimoh, 2009; De Caluwé, 2010a and 2010b). Currently, preliminary research results 
on dietary analysis of many WEPs provide promising information (Table 1.)
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No WEP species Family Nutritional value Where? Source

1 Abrus precatorius L. Fabaceae Protein, Ca, Fe, K, 
Na, Mg, Mn and Zn

Cameroun Glew et 
al., 2010

2 Burnatia enneandra 
Micheli

Alismataceae Protein, Ca, Fe, K, 
Na, Mg, Mn and Zn 

3 Cadaba farinosa Capparidaceae Protein, fat, Ca, Fe, 
K, Na, Mg, Mn and 
Zn

4 Agave salmiana Otto Agavaceae Protein Mexico Lopez-
Garcia & 
Basurto-
Pena, 
2007

5 Aloe vera L. Aloaceae

6 Arbutus xalapensis 
Kunth

Ericaceae

7 Erythrina americana 
Mill.

Fabaceae

8 Euphorbia radians 
Benth.

Euphorbiaceae

9 Yucca filifera Chabaud Agavaceae

10 Ximenia americana L. Olacaceae Ca, P, Mg Niger Freiberger 
et al., 199811 Amaranthus viridis L. Amaranthaceae Protein, Ca, Fe, P

12 Corchorus tridens L. Tiliaceae Protein, fat, P, Cu

13 Hibiscus sabdariffa L. Malvaceae Protein, fat, P

14 Maerua Crassifolia 
Forssk

Capparidaceae Fat, Ca, P

15 Moringa oleifera Lam. Moringaceae Protein, fat, P

16 Leptadenia hastata 
Decne

Asclepiadaceae Protein, fat, Ca, P

17 Borassus aethiopum 
Mart.

Arecaceae Protein, zn Sahel 
region

Glew et 
al., 2005

18 Tamarindus indica L. Fabaceae Carbohydrate, pro-
tein and fat

19 Portulaca oleracea L. Portulacaceae Protein and fat India, Iran Aberou-
mand & 
Deokule, 
2009

20 Asparagus officinalis L. Asparagaceae Protein  and fat

Table 1. Nutritional analysis reports on WEPs in some countries

In addition, Becker (1983) reported the presence of vitamins A, B2, and C in WEPs of 
Senegal. Research on six WEPs from Spain also confirmed the occurence of lipids, fatty 
acids and carotenes in the leaves of these species (Guill-Guerrero and Rodriguez-Garcia, 
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1999). Protein content in a proportion that is comparable to the amount in domesticated 
plants was also reported from a nutritional study of WEPs in South Africa (Afolayan and 
Jimoh, 2009). A study on the dietary value of eight wild edibles in Iran and India also 
showed the presence of sodium, calcium, potassium, iron, zinc, protein, and fat in a 
ratio comparable to that found in cultivated plants (Aberoumand, 2009). Many wild leafy 
vegetables of Poland are also mentioned for their rich source of vitamin C, natural anti-
oxidants, carotenoids and folic acid (Luczaj, 2010). Generally, the information available 
from the nutritional analysis of WEPs shows their potential contribution to dietetic di-
versity and food security.

 WEPs in Ethiopia

Ethiopia is a country with varied a topography and a wide spectrum of habitats 
presenting a large number of endemic plants and animals. The country has about 6000 
higher plant species of which about 10% are endemic (Hedberg et al., 2009). Ethiopia 
also harbours two of the 34 global biodiversity hotspots (CI, 2004) and is recognized as 
a Vavilov centre of origin and diversification for many food plants and their wild relatives 
(Edwards, 1991). Forests, grasslands, riverine environments and wetlands are home to 
numerous WEPs in the country (Asfaw, 2009). Local communities in Ethiopia are also en-
dowed with diverse indigenous knowledge, related to the rich biodiversity of the country. 

In most parts of Ethiopia, wild edibles form integral parts of the feeding habits of 
many communities (Balemie and Kibebew, 2006). However, consumption of wild edibles 
is more common in food insecure areas than in other areas in the country (Teklehay-
manot and Giday, 2010). For example, the Konso people in southern Ethiopia managed 
to endure three severe drought seasons of  crop failure between 1996 and 1999 by con-
suming WEPs available in the region (Guinand and Lemessa, 2001). Despite the wide 
availability and utilization of WEPs in Ethiopia, ethnobotanical information on cultural, 
socio-economic and nutritional values of Ethiopian plants is limited. Hence, there is still 
a need for documentation, nutritional analysis and domestication of WEPs to assist in 
the nationwide effort to combat food insecurity and ensure dietetic diversity.

 Objectives and methodology

The purpose of the present work is to review existing literature on ethnobotanical 
knowledge of WEPs and their role in combating food insecurity in Ethiopia. Although 
there are 85 cultural groups and a great number of WEPs in Ethiopia, past research has 
only addressed a statistically insignificant proportion of them. This work intends to doc-
ument the status of available ethnobotanical information on WEPs in the country so as to 
identify existing gaps in research and information on Ethiopian WEPs. Hence as offered 
by Web of science (WOS), the authors have included all information on WEPs of Ethiopia 
from published documents including journal articles, books, reports and proceedings. 
The literature search also addressed online publications on WEPs from other countries 
in order to point out useful research practices that could be used for future ethnobo-
tanical research on WEPs of Ethiopia. Databases comprising information on WEPs were 
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browsed using the following main search terms: ‘wild edible plants’, ‘wild edible plants 
of Ethiopia’, ‘ethnobotanical study of wild edible plants’ and ‘food security in Ethiopia’. 

Data on Ethiopian WEPs with their scientific and local names, growth form, parts 
used and specific cultural groups consuming the plants was gathered and compiled after 
assessing all available Ethiopian ethnobotanical documents. Data was then entered in 
an Excel spreadsheet and analysed using descriptive statistics to identify the number and 
percentage of species, genera and families of WEPs, their growth forms and percentage 
of commonly utilized plant parts. The output of this review can serve as a basis for future 
ethnobotanical studies on WEPs of Ethiopia. Readers are referred to original articles on 
Ethiopian WEPs for detailed analytical methods and interpretation of results; all resourc-
es used for this review are duly cited.

Results and discussion
 Traditional knowledge on wild edible plants of Ethiopia

In total, ethnobotanical information on 413 WEPs belonging to 224 genera and 77 
families was compiled (Appendix 1). About 17% of families were found to be represented 
by more than 10 edible species, 18% had 5 to 10 species, 36% 2 to 4, whereas the re-
maining 29% of families were represented by single species only. Families Fabaceae (35 
species), Tiliaceae (20) and Capparidaceae (19) were found to be represented by the highest 
number of edible species (Fig. 1).

 
 Figure 1. Families represented by highest number of WEP species in Ethiopia

Results show that the country is rich in WEP diversity. The wide utilization of wild 
edible species of the family Fabaceae could be attributed to the highest number of species 
in Ethiopian Flora residing in it besides their wider distribution.
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Growth form analysis of Ethiopian WEPs indicates that shrubs (129 species, 32%,) 
represented the dominant growth form, followed by trees (127 species, 30%), herbs (121 
species, 29%) and climbers (36 species, 9%), respectively. Fruits were the most com-
monly reported edible parts of about 51% (210 species) of plants reported for food, fol-
lowed by leaves (97 species, 23%) and seeds (43 species, 10%) (Fig. 2). Moreover, other 
parts or products such as gum, nectar, bark, inflorescence, tubers or a combination of 
two or more of these parts or products were also reported for edibility in different com-
munities. This indicates that the different cultural groups in Ethiopia make use of diverse 
WEP parts as food sources.

 Figure 2. The most commonly reported edible parts of Ethiopian WEPs

A total of 233 species (56%) were also reported as edible from more than one com-
munity in Ethiopia. This shows that the different cultural groups of the country share 
relatively similar knowledge on WEPs utilisation. Moreover, it shows that the age-old 
cultural practice of using WEPs brought people to share the knowledge regarding identi-
fication, preparation and consumption of similar WEPs.

 Status of research into WEPs of Ethiopia

In this review, it was found that the existing ethnobotanical information on WEPs 
of Ethiopia is very limited and fragmentary. The areas in Ethiopia for which at least some 
information has been documented for their WEPs were: southwestern Ethiopia (Abbink, 
1993; Guinand and Lemessa, 2001), Alamata, Cheha, Goma, Yilmana Densa districts 
(Addis et al., 2005), Derashe and Kucha districts (Balemie and Kibebew, 2006), Dera 
town in Dodotana Sire district (Wondimu et al., 2006), Hamar and Xonso districts (Ad-
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dis, 2009), Addi Arkay, Debark and Dejen districts (Fantahun and Hager, 2010), Kara and 
Kewego people of South Omo zone in Kuraz and Hamar districts (Teklehaymanot and 
Giday, 2010) and Fantalle and Boosat districts (Feyssa et al., 2011)(Fig. 3). Moreover, the 
ethnobotanical writings by Getahun (1974), Asfaw and Tadesse (2001) and Asfaw (2009) 
were found to give some general information on WEPs in the country. In addition, a book 
by Teketay et al. (2010) was found to be the only one that provides information on 378 
WEPs of Ethiopia of which only 262 were presented with specific locality information 
where they are utilised, while the remaining 116 species were found to be listed in appen-
dices with no locality information. Hence, it was found that all available ethnobotanical 
research outputs on Ethiopian WEPs address only about 5 percent of the 494 Ethiopian 
districts which is an insignificant share when the immense geographic, ethnic and cul-
tural diversity of the country is taken into account. Moreover, research appears to focus 
only on commonly known and widely available plants most of which occur in the central 
and highland regions of the country.
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None of the available research outputs addressed the drier lowlands of Ethiopia 
where many cultural groups live with indigenous knowledge of WEPs that are used du-
ring dry spells. Moreover, earlier research outputs on WEPs of Ethiopia were not syste-
matic and mainly only report names of plants. It was observed that current research on 
Ethiopian WEPs is becoming more systematic focusing on indigenous knowledge of spe-
cific communities as noted in the writings of Addis (2009). 

Among the list of WEPs, the species most commonly reported for utilization in-
clude Urtica simensis Steudel. (endemic species), Cordia africana Lam., Ximenia americana L., 
Tamarindus indica, L., Syzygium guineense (Willd. ) DC., Dovyalis abyssinica (A. Rich.) Warb, 
Ficus sur Forssk, Ficus vasta Forssk, Physalis peruviana L., Rosa abyssinica Lindley, Rubus steud-
nerii Schweinf, Carissa spinarum L., Moringa stenopetala (Bak.f.) Cuf., Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) 
Miller, and Solanum nigrum L. (Fig. 4) (Appendix 1) (Balemie and Kibebew, 2006; Addis, 
2009; Teklehaymanot and Giday, 2010; Fantahun and Hager, 2010; Teketay et al., 2010). 
However, we did not find any nutritional analysis of these commonly reported species.

Cordia africana Lam. Utrica simensis Steudel
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Figure 4. Some of the most commonly reported Ethiopian WEPs. (Photo source: http://database.prota.org)

 Knocking at the gate of Ethiopian wild habitats

Many WEPs from other countries were also found reported for their occurrence in 
Ethiopian wild habitats, but with no ethnobotanical information about their edibility. For 
instance, wild plant species including Abutilon hirtum (Lam.) Sweet, Asparagus racemosus 
Willd., Centella asiatica (L.) Urban, Chenopodium album L., Commelina africana L., Pennise-
tum purpureum Schumach. and Plantago lanceolata L. are documented for edibility in other 
countries as noted in the writings of Ryan (2000); Ghirardini et al. (2007); Bandyopad-
hyay and Mukherjee (2008); Misra et al. (2008); Afolayan and Jimoh (2009); Okaraonye 
and Ikewuchi (2009) and Binu (2010). However, despite their importance no information 
on the edibility of these species was found in any of the Ethiopian ethnobotanical docu-
ments. This shows the need to carry out further comparative ethnobotanical studies on 
WEPs of Ethiopia and other countries, so that the information could be used as a tool to 
further research Ethiopian wild habitats to identify unexplored, but reportedly impor-
tant, WEPs in the country.

 Ethiopian wild edibles and their role in combating food insecurity 

According to FAO (2010), more than 35% of Ethiopian people are food insecure. The 
country’s ever increasing population along with recurrent drought, war and poor agricul-
tural practices with low productivity, have pulled the country into a vicious circle of food 
insecurity. In addition, over dependence on a limited number of food sources, and poor 
efforts to diversify dietary sources aggravate the country’s food insecurity problem.

Many WEPs in Ethiopia were reported as emergency, supplementary or seasonal 
food sources to avert food insecurity in households of Ethiopian cultural groups. For 
example, the invasive Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) Miller (Cactaceae), was found to be widely 
exploited for its fruit in many parts of northern Ethiopia, playing a significant role in food 

Tamarindus indica L. Syzygium guineense (Willd.) DC.
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source diversification (Addis, 2009). The fruits of this plant are also sold in many local 
markets in the Tigray regionof Ethiopia along with other cultivated food sources such as 
potato, carrot, bean and maize. Amorphophallus gallaensis (Engl.) N. E. Br and Caralluma 
sprengeri N. E. Br. were also reported for their role in fighting food insecurity during peri-
ods of drought and famine in Konso district (Guinand and Lemessa, 2000). This shows 
the role that WEPs of Ethiopia play, at least at local levels, to combat food insecurity and 
their potential to address existing food insecurity at national level if properly managed.

WEPs in Ethiopia that are reported to have nutritional and commercial properties that 
are valued in other countries (for example, Adansonia digitata L., Tamarindus indica L., and 
Ziziphus mauritiana Lam.) are found to be underutilized in the country. Hence it is important 
that policy and decision makers consider all available ethnobotanical information on Ethi-
opian WEPs so as to develop regional and national plans for the conservation, management 
and sustainable utilization of the country’s underused wealth of WEPs .

 Conservation of WEPs in Ethiopia

Despite their importance, WEPs face serious anthropogenic and environmental 
threats.  Many threats are similar to those that affect plant diversity as a whole. The most 
common threats reported were agricultural expansion, overgrazing/overstocking, defor-
estation and urbanization (Kelbessa et al., 1992; Addis, 2009; Asfaw, 2009; Teklehaymanot 
and Giday, 2010). The reported anthropogenic pressures in the country have resulted in a 
loss of thousands of hectares of forest that harbour useful WEPs. This loss was also report-
ed to limit benefits gained from the plants and indigenous knowledge associated with these 
plants. The continuity of knowledge on the utilisation of WEPs has also faced problems 
because of change in the feeding culture of the people (Teklehaymanot and Giday, 2010). 

The reviewed research outputs on WEPs of the country indicate the need for conser-
vation as well as documentation (Balemie and Kibebew, 2006; Addis, 2009; Asfaw, 2009; 
Teklehaymanot and Giday, 2010; Fantahun and Hager, 2010). Conserving Ethiopian WEPs 
in situ (in their natural habitat as in nature reserves and parks) or ex situ (e.g. in field gene 
banks, botanic gardens or cold rooms) is mandatory (Teklehaymanot and Giday, 2010). 
Moreover, effective protection or sustainable management of the 58 National Forest Priori-
ty Areas (NFPAs) of the country will play a major role in conserving a great number of WEPs 
that cannot be economically cultivated, require very specific habitats, and are exceptionally 
difficult to reproduce in nurseries. 

 Lessons learnt from other countries

In the last decade, many countries have given priority to the documenting of WEPs and 
the associated indigenous knowledge. In countries such as India, Mexico, Bolivia, Spain 
and Turkey, in-depth ethnobotanical information on WEPs is available (Reyes-Garcia et al., 
2005; Tardio et al., 2006; Rashid et al., 2008). By contrast, in this review it was found that 
research conducted on WEPs of Ethiopia was shallow and addressed only an insignificant 
portion of the country. Hence, there is a need for extensive research to accumulate WEP 
knowledge from all 85 cultural groups of the country.
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Existing dietary analyses in Ethiopia were found to be very limited and still to be at a 
basic stage when compared to studies in other countries. In South Africa, Mexico, Niger 
and India, for example, in-depth nutritional analyses of many WEPs have been reported 
(Ogle and Grivetti, 1985; Frieberger et al., 1998; Lopez-Garcia and Basurto-Pena, 2007; 
Afolayan and Jimoh, 2009; Rathore, 2009; Abdillahi et al., 2010). A report on nutritional 
value assessment of Ziziphus spina-christi (L) Desf. (Rhamnaceae), Balanites aegyptiaca (L.) 
Del. (Balanitaceae) and Grewia flavescens A. Juss (Tiliaceae) in Ethiopia shows that these 
species are rich in carbohydrate, protein, and lipid (Feyssa et al., 2011). Further research 
at least on commonly reported Ethiopian WEPs will help to identify more food supple-
ments with rich nutritional values that can help to avert food insecurity. In addition to nu-
tritional analyses, many research reports are also available documenting anti-nutritional 
and toxicity studies of WEPs from different countries (Guill-Guerrero et al., 1997; Vander-
jagt et al., 2000; Lopez-Garcia and Basurto-Pena, 2007; Spina et al., 2008), which have not 
been done for WEPs of Ethiopia except for a limited attempt made by Addis (2009).

Integrating WEPs into agricultural landscapes plays an important role in achieving 
household food security and in the conservation of plants. The practice of integrating 
fruit-bearing WEPs into agricultural landscapes has been reported in Uganda, Cameroon 
and Nigeria (Degrande et al., 2006; Agea et al., 2007). In Ethiopia, Fantahun and Hag-
er (2010), reported the extent of integrating wild fruit-bearing species into agricultural 
landscapes of the Amhara region, and indicated that about 17 species including Ziziphus 
spina-christi (L) Desf., Cordia africana Lam.(Boraginaceae), Tamarindus indica L. (Fabaceae) 
and Rosa abyssinica Lindley (Rosaceae) were found integrated in the agricultural settings 
in the area. Despite such attempts, the overall practice of integrating WEPs into the agri-
cultural landscapes of Ethiopia is limited when compared to other countries, hence the 
need to address the gap. 

Although some WEPs including Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) Miller, Moringa stenopetala 
(Bak. f.) Cufod., Sclerocarya birrea (A. Rich) Hochst. and Leptadenia hastata (Pers.) Decne, 
were reported to be available in rural markets of Ethiopia (Balemie and Kibebew, 2006, 
Addis, 2009), research on market chain analysis and economic value of these plants has 
not yet been addressed. A lesson on exploring the economic use of WEPs to supplement 
household income could be taken from the rational economic assessment of these plants 
from other countries such as Thailand and India (Delang, 2006, Misra et al., 2008).

In many countries, edible forms of wild mushrooms have been identified, cultivated 
and incorporated as staple foods (Boa, 2004). Extensive collections and herbarium data 
have also been documented in different countries (Beluhan and Ranogajec, 2010). In con-
trast to this, in Ethiopia, a country that possesses numerous species of wild mushroom, 
(Abate, 1999), there is very little information available on such species.

Tuno (2001) reported on the wild edible mushroom utilization by the Majanjir tribe 
in Ethiopia, and this was found to be the only attempt to address a specific cultural group. 
This indicates the need for further assessment and documentation of the wild edible 
mushroom utilization of all other cultural groups in the country.

Some wild fruits that grow in the forests of Ethiopia were found to have important 
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dietetic value in other countries. For example, Ziziphus mauritiana Lam. (Rhamnaceae) yields 
a sweet edible fruit (Van Damme and Termote, 2008). This plant has now been improved 
through grafting and genetic technologies to produce bigger, edible fruits with sweeter fla-
vours (Van Damme and Termote, 2008). In addition, Adansonia digitata L. (Malvaceae) is 
serving as a source of sweet juice and is now widely available from markets in France and 
Italy (Van Damme and Termote, 2008). Despite the presence of these useful WEPs in Ethio-
pia, no report was found on their promotion. Hence, to attain dietetic and economic benefit 
from such useful WEPs in the country extensive promotion activities on target plants are 
important.

The diverse groups of epiphytes and orchids available in Ethiopia were also found to 
be unexplored, hence no ethnobotanical data was found on edible forms of these species. 
A lesson in this respect could be taken from neighbouring Tanzania that possesses docu-
ments on 85 edible orchids and epiphytes (Davenport and Ndangalasi, 2003, Challe and 
Struik, 2008).

 Conclusions  

Despite the wide utilization of WEPs in Ethiopia, ethnobotanical information re-
garding local knowledge of these plants is very limited. Available research information on 
Ethiopian WEPs represents only about 5% of the country’s districts indicating the need for 
further ethnobotanical research addressing unexplored regions of the country. Moreover, 
taking inspiration from the experience of other countries and conducting applied research 
on ecological distribution, nutritional analysis, toxicity, germplasm collection, promotion 
and domestication of WEPs is a timely endeavour to utilise potential food sources. 

Many people in Ethiopia are undernourished due to factors related to economic, en-
vironmental and/or political problems. The availability and utilization of about 413 WEPs 
in the country, including those with high nutritional and market value, shows the food 
resource potential that could play a role in averting the recurrent undernourishment and 
also generate an economic gain. 

Although about 413 WEPs have been investigated during the present work, this 
number could have increased considerably if all Ethiopian cultural groups had been ad-
dressed through ethnobotanical investigations. Ethiopian WEPs are faced with threats 
related to habitat loss and degradation; hence a complementary in situ and ex situ conser-
vation measure is vital to conserve the WEP wealth of the country.
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 Appendix
Appendix 1 Wild edible plants of Ethipia

Abbreviations and Symbols  Habit:T=tree, S=shrub, H=herb, C=Climber. Local 
names: Afa-Afar, Amh-Amharic, Anu-Anuak, Awi-Awi, Ben-Bena, Bench-Bench, Ber-
Berta, D-Derashe, G-Gamo, Gum-Gumuz, Gur-Gurage, Had-Hadiya, Ham-Hamar K-
Kusume, KA-Kara, Kaf-Kafficho, Kon-Xonso, KW-Kwego, NM-Not mentioned, Maj-Ma-
janjir, Mur-Mursi, Nue-Nuer, Oro-Affan Oromo, She-Sheko, Sid-Sidamo, Som-Somali, 
Tig-Tigray, Tse-Tsemay, Wel- Welaita, Zay-Zay. Source: 1- Balemie and Kibebew, 2006, 
2- Teklehaymanot and Giday, 2010, 3- Teketay et al., 2010, 4- Addis et al., 2005, 5- Fanta-
hun and Hager, 2010, 6- Guinand and Lemessa, 2000, 7- Lulekal, 2009, 8- Addis, 2006, 
9- Addis, 2009, 10- Asfaw & Tadesse, 2001, 11- Wondimu et al., 2006, 12- Awas, 2007, 
13- Asfaw,1999.
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Wild edible plants in Ethiopia
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e. lulekal, z. asfaw, e. kelbessa, p. van damme  
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Wild edible plants in Ethiopia
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Wild edible plants in Ethiopia
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Wild edible plants in Ethiopia
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Wild edible plants in Ethiopia
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e. lulekal, z. asfaw, e. kelbessa, p. van damme  
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Wild edible plants in Ethiopia
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e. lulekal, z. asfaw, e. kelbessa, p. van damme  
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Wild edible plants in Ethiopia
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