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“to improve the existing situation... requiresmore
knowledge abaut the mountains and inhabitants,
palitical will, goad economic incentives and skill ful
communication.” Anon, 1992(An Appeal for the

Mountains)

Negleded Treasure: An Overview of Ethiopia’s
Vegetation
By Mesfin Tadesse

Ethiopia©s vegetation, as a result of
years of heavy exploitation and negled,
isat a point of no return. How much of
grassland, woodland or forested land
did Ethiopia have at one time, and how
much exists today? What are the
component species of these vegetation
types? What arethe interactions
between the components? How many of
these arelocally and globally useful?
Are any of the component species
threatened or extirpated? Do they
receive any protection and care? Who
benefits from their well being and
upkegp? With such questionsin mind,
thisarticle gives an overview of the local
and global usefulnessof Ethiopia©s
vegetation and also discusses the efforts
that have been made and that should
continueto be made to save this national
asset from further decline {unless
otherwiseindicated, plant namesarein
Ambharic).

Ethiopia©s gifts to humanity

Ethiopia has contributed quite a great
number of economically and
aesthetically valuable plantsto the
world. With resped to edible plants, for
example, avariety of barley (gebs)

which isresistant to yellow barley
disease and which is now quite widely
used in the Eur opean and American
bread industry was originally obtained
from Ethiopia. From thisvariety alone,
farmersin the United States obtain
about 150 million dollars per year. The
popular arabica coffee(bunna) was
originally obtained from Ethiopia and
then cultivated in " Arabia Felix" or

Y emen from whereit spread to the Far
East (Java, Sri Lanka), the West Indies
and South America. An important
edible oil producing plant, niger seed
(nug), which is native to the Ethiopian
highlands, is curr ently extensively
cultivated in India asa commercial
crop. Indeed, the Ethiopian highlands
harbor many locally and globally useful
edible plants: Ethiopia has good quality
genetic material for durum wheat,
barley, sorghum (mashilla), linseed,
finger millet, chick pea (shimbra),
sesame, gar den cress, okra, indigo,
fenugreek (abish), cowpea and the
Ethiopian rape (gommen zer). Sorghum
is supposed to have been domesticated
from wild spedesin Ethiopia aout
5000 years ago. It spread from Ethiopia
tothe rest of East Africa, acrossthe
Sudan to West Africa and also, to
southern Africa through the Congo.



Today, sorghum isthe major staple of
many peoplein Africa.

Thereare, similarly, many medicinal
plants. For example, theroaot bark of a
treeknown locally aswaginos (in Ge©ez)
has been used by peoplelivingin
northern Ethiopia for many centuries
for treating dysentery. According to
Richard Pankhurst, the Scottish
traveller James Bruce, who cameto
Ethiopia in search of the source of the
River Nile and stayed therefrom 1769
to 1771 was attacked by dysentery
when he was about to leave the country.
Hetried to cure himself with medicines
he had brought along from Eur ope but
was not successul. When observing that
hewould not be ableto makeit to
Europetravelling through the hot
landmass of Sudan and Egypt, the dhief
of Ganjar of Shanquilla advised him to
take a well established local drug known
aswaginos or 'yedega éalo ©. Theroat
barks of this plant were cleaned, dried
in the sun, and ground into powder.
James Bruce took two spoonfuls of the
powder with camel©s milk. After the
sixth or seventh day Bruceregained his
health and was able to continue his
journey to the United Kingdom; the
plant waslater named Brucea
antidysenterica. The plant has also been
under study in Europe for its anti-
cancer properties.

Another example is koso, a medicinal
plant which effedively rids the stcomach
of worms. Koso was brought to Europe
in 1816by a French physician named A.
Brayers, who had been introduced to
the plant by an Armenian merchant
who frequently travelled to Ethiopia.
Nightshade (geber imbuay), another
native plant of Ethiopia, iscurrently the
subject of an intensive agro-industrial
project in Ecuador by Pronetac, an
affiliate of Schering A.G. of West Berlin.

Thefruit of thisplant isthe raw
material for the synthesis of cortisone
and steroid hormones. The plant,
particularly the spineless form, has also
been cultivated as an ornamental plant
in Europe and elsewherefor over two
centuries.

A recant study by the United States
Department of Agriculture has
identified yet another potentially
globally useful plant from Ethiopia.
Thisisasmall annual plant initially
gathered from near Harer in eastern
Ethiopia and now cultivated in Kenya
and Zimbabwe after the laboratory
investigation revealed that it is" a goad
source of seed ail rich in epoxy acids,
which can be used to manufacture
plastic formulations, protedive coatings,
and other products... it isa promising
new crop for semi-arid areas."

Therearealso lessinternationally
known endemic crop plants such as ‘teff,
the staple food of much of highland
Ethiopia; inset, from whose stem (corm)
and leaves dar ches are extracted,
prepared in various ways and consumed
mostly in central and southern Ethiopia;
anchote (Oromo ), and Oromo dinich,
two root cropswidely utilized in
particularly Wellega, in south-western
Ethiopia, either asa main or side dish.
Teff isnow widely grown in South
Africaand Australiafor hay
production, and in India asa geen
fodder. It isalso grown asa crop plant
in partsof the U.SA.

The" Wild Supermarket"

In addition to cultivated plants, the
Ethiopian " wild supermarket" hasalot
to dfer to humanity. In connection with
current studies on biodiversity,
scientists have found that over 200
spedes of wild and semi-wild plantsare



widely utilized in Ethiopia either at all
times or during times of food shortage.

For example, people who have visited
the Merkato in Addis Ababa may have
heard small boys and girls shouting

" dingetegna, dingetegna”" (meaning one
that brings about quick relief for any
sudden gastrointestinal pain), trying to
sell a small packet of bundled-up twigs.
The chemistry of thiswild plant was
recently studied in the Addis Ababa
University (AAU) and was shown to
contain compoundsthat are similar to
those we find in many pain relieving
pillsor tablets. Other valuable wild
plantsinclude mettere and inkokko,
plantsthat effedively dispel tapeworms,
tamarinds (humer) that areused as
antimalarial (thefruitsof thelatter are
also found in storesin North America),
hops (gesho) which serve as antifungal
agents, limmich [Amharic, kwi' ha (Ge©ez
and Tigrinya), aleitu (Oromigna)] which
are used for cleaning teeth, and many
othersthat are used in making
preserves, jams, mar malades or jelli es.

Apart from those plants which are
edible or which have medicinal value,
the Ethiopian highlands also harbour a
number of plantsthat are actually or
potentially useful in the lumber and
paper industries, apicultureand in
other sedorsof the economy. In the
early 1970s, Ethiopia exported logs and
poles (derived particularly from blue
gum or bahir zaf) to neighbouring
countriesand to Yemen and Saudi
Arabia wherethe demand for
construction material, including support
for vineyards, was high. Much of this
activity, which was dueto the dforts of
private investors, disspated following
the nationalization of land.

In apiculture or beekeeping, of all the
countriesin theworld, probably none

has alonger tradition than Ethiopia.
The hieroglyphs of ancient Egypt

refer to Ethiopia as the sourceof honey
and beeswax. Ethiopia has the highest
beedensity in Africa, and isthefourth
lar gest wax producing and the tenth

lar gest honey producing country in the
world. All thisis partly dueto the
relatively higher percentage of
vegetation cover in Ethiopiathan in
many other African countries. Further
declinein thistreasurewould not only
damage Ethiopia©s position in this sdor
of the economy but also causes the loss
of its" honeybee, tgj, which haslong
been [recognized as] the national
beverage.”

The Value of the Veggetation

Perhapsthefirst study of the Ethiopian
forests was done by an American
forester named L ogan, who studied the
forestsin southern Ethiopia between
1940 and 1945. According to L ogan,
"prior totheltalian occupation, little or
nothing was done to assess [the] value of
[Ethiopia©sforests] as a national asst or
to conserve and develop them." Sadly,
although there have been some reports
and inventories of the forestssince 1946
the study and documentation is not
nearly as advanced asit should be.
What we do know of our forestsisthat
they contain important native trees such



zigba, tid, kererro and sembo, but due to
factor s such asinadequate protection,
improper management, and altered and
detrimental relationshipswith the local
environment they are deteriorating.

Even fewer studies have been done on
lowland vegetation and grasslands,

per haps because the value of the
woodlands and grasdands were, com-
pared to forests, only relatively recently
realized. When, for instance, the
demand for gum Arabic and
frankincense, obtained from plants
growingin dry areas, began to increase,
the exploration of woodlands and

bushlandswas started. When the
International Livestock Centre for
Africa began to study speciesin grazing
landsin Jijiga and surr oundings,
similar grazing lands and particularly
grasslands wer e set aside as sitesfor
livestock development in southern
Ethiopia.

The study of indigenous plantsis an
even more recent phenomenon. Whileit
isunfortunate that such studieswere
not begun earlier, with resped to
regenerating indigenous plant life, there
is some hopeful news. For example, the
soil seed bank in a number of places was
found to contain the gene pool necessary
for r egeneration of forests and

woodlands. Ger mination of indigenous
tree seals, long considered a difficulty in
treeregeneration, isno longer an
insurmountable problem. Plant
physiologistsin Addis Ababa Univertiy
(AAU) have been able to break the
barrier in a number of plants.

Theseinitial efforts notwithstanding, the
country clearly needs a careful and
systematic study of its plant life both to
valueitsresources and to develop an
intelligent development and
conservation strategy. The dfortsof the
Ethiopian Flora and Ecology Projeds, a
joint undertaking between the AAU and
the University of Uppsalain Sweden,
are per hapsthe most significant current
work in thisregard.

These Projects, which started in 1980
and 1987, respectively, in addition to
surveying the higher plant spedesin
Ethiopia and the ecology of selected
parts of the country, are also attempting
tolay the foundation for along-term
study of the Ethiopian vegetation. So far
three volumes covering about one-third
of the spedesin the country have been
published under the Flora Project. This
Project-in particular hastrained
personnel, the majority up to thelevel of
Ph.D., and hasimproved theresearch
capability of the site of the Projeds, the
National Herbarium in the Department
of Biology, by increasing the number of
resear ch spedmens available to the
National Herbarium from about 16,000
in 1980to over 70,000 in the early 1990s,
by establishing and maintaining a
research library and by acquiring
important equipment and supplies. By
publishing the Flora volumes within
Ethiopia, the Project has assured their
sale at affordable priceswithin the
country and also supplied over 1,000
copies of each volume freeto the
Ministry of Education to be distributed
to high schods throughout the country.



The Projeds also maintain goad
relationship with institutions
particularly in Europe (London, Paris,
Firenze and Uppsala) that have
historical colledions of Ethiopian
plants, such asthose gathered by the
German plant colledor, Wilhelm G.
Schimper, from Tigray and Gonder
from 1838 to about 1878. I ndirectly, the
Projed has also helped train botanists
from Sudan, Kenya and Tanzania and
technicians from variousinstitutionsin
Ethiopia. If developed further, the
National Herbarium could become a
botanical research centrenot only for
Ethiopia but also for countriesin North-
East and East tropical Africa.

Efforts to Conserve and
Develop the Vegetation

Hasthere been any consistent effort to
conserve and develop the Ethiopian
vegetation? The answer is,
unfortunately, no. With afew
exceptions, no serious attempt to replant
indigenous trees were made until about
30 years ago. One notable exception was
theresult of the commendable foresight
of Emperor Zera'Yakob (14341469,
who is said to have ordered the planting
of seeds of juniper (tid), olive (woira)
and podo (zigbha), all collected from the
WofWasha forest near Debre Sina, on
the Menagesha Mountain. Today, the
Menagesha forest is one of the best
preserved forestsin the country.
Another exception came through the
efforts of Emperor Menelik I1. Noting
the disappear ance of the native
vegetation from many of the settlements
around him, Emperor Menelik Il
solicited the help of knowledgeable
people, and upon hearing about bahir
zaf, he ordered itsintroduction in 18%.
Bahir zaf or blue gum gradually covered
a god deal of highland Ethiopia and in

some places it completely replaced the
indigenous plants. Unfortunately, 'bahir
zaf', although afast growing plant, has
had adver se consequences for the
environment, as recent studies
regardingitsimpact on the soil and
other plants have shown.

Asaresult of this negligence, with the
exception of afew patches of forests
here and there and particularly in
conjunction with the proclamations set
forth to delineate National Parksand
wild life sanctuaries, there has never
been a comprehensive program of
conservation and development of
vegetation in Ethiopia. Thisisapparent
from thefiguresthat are often quoted
about the status of forestsin Ethiopia:
"of the original 35% forest cover, 16%
was left by 1952, 3.6% by 1980, 2.7% by
1987 and about 2.4% by 1990'. Only a
few forests, such as those which were
under private ownership such asthat in
Anabein Wello, and under gover nment
control such as M enagesha forest in
Shewa and Y egof forest in Wello, are
well preserved.

What are the constraintsto
conservation and development? It is
always difficult to give a clear-cut
answer to such questions. However, the
land-tenure system is central to
understanding and resolving the
problem. A historical account of
environmental degradation, particularly
in northern Ethiopia, indicates that
degradation was caused mainly by the
changesin the social organization and in
land holding system which allocated all
land other than that under cultivation to
communal ownership. Communally
owned land in northern Ethiopia was
unscrupulously exploited and later
neglected. That iswhy we come across
extensive areas of bareland in northern
Ethiopiatoday. That form of land



ownership, used later in the entral and
souther n parts of the country, hasfailed
to dlocate clearly both the right to use
of land and theresponsibility to carefor
it, except in areas such asthose
inhabited by the Konso ethnic group in
southern Ethiopia. Thislack of
responsibility and accountability also
helps explain why, during periods of un-
stable or transitional governments,
many forests, woodlands and
plantations are put tofire, wildlife
conservation sitesthreatened and
facilitiestherein ransacked.

Perhaps, then, the answer liesin a
different form of land ownership. For
example, in the developed parts of the
world, government controlled land is
considered “ publicly" owned. The
publicis made aware of itsrightsand
responsibilities asto the use of the land
and itsproduce, and is prohibited from
using such property in a manner
inconsistent with itslegally designated
uses. Thus, certain areas are set aside
for r ecreational use only, whereas
others may be forested or mined so long
asthe government is compensated for.
The government also providesthe
necessary personnel and facilities,
including infrastructure for research
and development to maintain the
continued existence of vegetation and
other wildlife on public property.
Through establishing o participatingin
learned societies, these gover nmental
institutionsincrease the awarenessand
participation of the publicin
maintaining the property.

In Ethiopia, land has been under
government ownership for sometime,
but can such land be considered

" public" property? Even if thisassumed
to be so, has the gover nment created
outletsfor the public©s demands for
produce from the land? Has the leve of
awar enessof the public been elevated to

the extent that it would take communal
land asits own property and would take
care of it? Have the governmental
institutions been ableto carry out their
responsibilitiesin mannersthat are
satisfactory to the public? Arethey
accountable to the public?

In opposition to land owned by the
government island under private
owner ship. Such land is a commodity to
be developed, maintained or modified as
per the demands of the market forces.
Profitability and the changing mar ket
value deter mine the status of the
vegetation and other objeds on such
land. Similar forceswere operating on
land under private ownership in pre-
Revolutionary Ethiopia; it was at that
time that the country was able to export
some of itswood products.

Drawing from the experience of the
developed countries, it would appear
that in order to conserve and develop
the Ethiopian vegetation, it is necessary
to consider the following points:

1. Assessment and either change or
amendment of previous policies
and programs of renewable
resour ce utilization and
development.

2. Establishment of private
ownership of land. Farmers
should be allowed to have their
own farmlands and their own
forests. Let usnot forget the
famous biological dictum which
assertsthat the ©selfish gene®©
craves a niche of itsown and this
is perfectly natural.

3. Creation of an independent body
for forestry: to dateforestry is
kept as a small department within
the Ministry of Agriculture.

4. Establishment of a school or
college of forestry.



At such an institution:

4 Researches and developers of
forestswould be a eated;

4 Indigenous knowledge and
practices of resour ce development
would be recognized;

4 Research into and development of
indigenous knowledge and
practices would be carr ied out;

4 Research on and promotion of
native plants and car eful
assessment of exotic plant
introductions would be made.

5. Development of the National
Herbarium at Addis Ababa
University into atruly first class
institution so that it can play an
enhanced role astherepository of
information about Ethiopian
plants. Development would
requir e strengthening the
infrastructure, personnel and
facilities of the National
Herbarium

Conclusion

Thereisno question that Ethiopia has
been blessed with arich and diverse
indigenous plant population. As
discussed above, the value of this
vegetation for thefood supply, for
medicinal purposes and for contributing
to the e&onomy of the country is
considerable. The preservation and
intelligent development of this natural
resour ce must beatop priority for
governmental and private institutions,
aswell asfor individual citizens.

Mesfin Tadess, Ph.D. iscurrently a
visiting Professor at Ohio State
University.

Source: Ethiopian Register- Vol .4,
no.4, April 1997



