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Abstract

This study was carried out to document the non-cultivated
food plants (NCFPs) of Bulamogi County, Uganda. It
formed part of a wider study meant to document all edible
plant species in the county with the general aim of
strengthening food security. The study was conducted
using semi-structured interviews. Fifty-nine NCFPs were
recorded in the county. These grow as weeds, wild plants
and semi-cultivated crops. They are equally distributed
between herbaceous (54%) and woody (46%) growth
habits. They yield fruits (31, n = 59), leaves (11, n = 59)
or leaves and stems (10, n = 59) for consumption. A short
list of 27 NCFPs with potential for domestication is sug-
gested here for further study.

Key words: food security, management systems, non-cul-
tivated food plants, Uganda

Introduction

There are more than 30 000 plant species known to man
as food (FAO, 1996). The majority of these are harvested
locally and are not widely used at the global level. It is
estimated that only 30 plant species contribute to 95% of
the world plant food intake (FAO, 1996). At the global
level, therefore, the majority of food plants are neglected or
are underutilized. These neglected food plants are generally
wild. Although it is difficult to define wild plants within
man-inhabited landscapes, they can be defined as those
plants that grow naturally in the bush and do not have to
be planted or tended to before producing edible parts (FAO,
1988). In this paper, the terms ‘wild food plants’ and ‘non-
cultivated food plants’ (NCFP) are used synonymously.
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Wild food plants contribute to local household food and
livelihood security especially for the economically disad-
vantaged, the young or the elderly. They are important to
local food security because they are free and are easy to
access by the local communities (FAO, 1988; Banana &
Turiho-Habwe, 1997; Shackleton et al., 1998; Somnasang
& Moreno-Black, 2000). They are especially significant
during periods of acute food shortages. Wild food plants
also provide nutritional security by adding essential nu-
trients as well as variety to diets, making staples more
appealing to the taste. In addition, they also contribute to
household economies (Ladio, 2001). Wild relatives of crop
plants are important to plant breeding because they are a
source of genes which can be used to improve existing crop
varieties (Iltis, 1988; Frisvold & Condon, 1998; Smith, el
Obeid & Jensen, 2000).

Neglecting these important food resources can lead to
loss of local plant populations and landraces. When
farmers discontinue planting and maintaining particular
plants, they can become extinct. This genetic erosion is
unfortunate, because once genetic material is lost it fore-
closes all future options of using these genetic resources to
improve crop plants (Iltis, 1988; Frisvold & Condon,
1998). At the same time this neglect may result in loss of
local knowledge concerning the use and management of
these plant resources which is often localized and specia-
lized. Loss of this knowledge can have negative con-
sequences on plant survival and food security as well as
nutritional security.

The conservation and promotion for sustainable utili-
zation of neglected food plants require various actions
including inventorying of existing food plants, in situ
conservation of wild crop relatives, and promoting
development and commercialization of under-utilized
plant species (FAO, 1996). This paper reports results from
a study to create an inventory, that was carried out in
Bulamogi County as part of a wider study to document
existing edible plants in the county. Bulamogi County is
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found in Kamuli district, 200 km north-east of Kampala,
the capital city. The people are a rural community
whose source of livelihood is crop agriculture. They also
practice minimal livestock husbandry. The people of
Bulamogi, the Balamogi also gather NCFP and add them
to their diet.

Method

This research was carried out in 2001 in the Bulamogi
County. It formed part of a wider study aimed at docu-
menting all existing food plants of Bulamogi County. Data
were collected through interviews with 23 key inform-
ants and 126 respondents. Semi-structured interviews
using a checklist of open-ended questions were employed.
In the interview, personal information was recorded. As
the aim was to record local knowledge of important food
plants, the free listing technique was used. In this tech-
nique, the respondent is asked to name any species that
comes to their mind. Normally, people readily remember
species which are important to them (Lykke, 2000).
People were asked to name all plants that they knew to
be food and these were recorded. Following this, they
were then asked to specifically name food plants that they
knew were not to be cultivated. Some of the non-culti-
vated plants, it turned out, were also part of those that
they had mentioned in the first round of asking. Recipes
which used some of the edible plants were also recorded,
but these are not reported here. All species reported in
interviews were collected and identified at the Makerere
University Herbarium. Voucher specimens were kept at
this herbarium.

An index to explain the importance of each species was
calculated directly from the number of respondents who
mentioned the species. Two indices were calculated sepa-
rately for generally known plants [recorded in the first
round of asking and termed the general familiarity index
(GFi)] and another for the NCFP [recorded in the second
round of asking and termed NCFP familiarity index
(NCFP-Fi)]

R
GFi:T“x 100

NCFPFi = & x 100
n

R =N
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Results and discussion

NCFPs appearing in the diet

Fifty-nine different plants were recorded as NCFP. Of
these, 55 were identified to the species level and three
to the genus level (Table 1). These are distributed in
45 genera and 31 families. Two varieties were recorded
for Corchorus olitorius (Mutele). Mangifera indica (Muye-
mbe) has many varieties but these are not recorded
here.

Management

The NCFPs were equally divided among three manage-
ment systems: weed, wild and semi-cultivated plants
(Table 1). Wild plants are defined as those plants that
cannot survive and grow in human-disturbed habitats.
On the other hand, weeds are plants that reproduce and
survive in permanently human-disturbed habitats but do
not depend on human beings for their reproduction or
survival (De Wet & Harlan, 1975; Casas et al., 1996). An
example of a plant treated as a wild plant here is Dioscorea
praehensilis (Mpama), which according to respondents,
could not grow anywhere apart from thickets. Species like
Borassus aethiopum (Kilala) are also included under wild
plants here, because much as they exist in a man-man-
aged ecosystem, still in their natural wild state they exist
in human-disturbed habitats. Some plants grow naturally
but are sometimes planted, e.g. Cleome gynandra (Yobyo)
and Persea americana (Ovakedo); these were grouped
under semi-cultivated in this paper. The management
status for Abelmoschus esculentus (Bamia) and Citrus sp.
(Secungwa) was unclear and these were not assigned to
any single group.

Attributes of NCFPs

Most of the NCFPs were indigenous (61%; n = 59) and
almost equally distributed between woody (46%) and
herbaceous (54%) plant types. Here ‘herbaceous’ are taken
to include the herbs and climbers, while the woody types
include lianas, shrubs and trees (Fig. 1). Most of the NCFPs
yield fruit (31 species, n = 59) (Fig. 2a; Table 1) that are
eaten as snacks (Fig. 2b). The larger majority of herba-
ceous plants (19/27) are consumed as leafy vegetables
(Fig. 2c; Table 1).
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Fig 1 Growth habit of NCFPs

Level of preference

From interviews it was clear that 22 species that included
all the semi-cultivated plants, as well as Tamarindus indica
(Mukooge) and Physalis lagascae (Ntuntunu entono) were
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highly favoured as food plants. Furthermore, these same
plants had the highest familiarity indices (GFi; Table 1). It
is assumed that the higher the familiarity index a given
plant species has, the higher its popularity and use as a
food plant.

From the interviews, it was also apparent that some 10
species were detested by the community, mainly because
they were unpalatable. These were reportedly exploited
during famines; outstanding in this regard were the two
Nymphaea species. For some of these no respondent claimed
to have ever eaten them, although they had heard that
they had been used as food (Milicia excelsa) or had been
processed to make beer (Ficus sycomorus).

Finally, 26 species (plus one variety) appeared to be liked
but were infrequently eaten. The most frequently men-
tioned reasons by respondents why they did not frequently
eat these 27 plants included: the prevalence of a wide
diversity of cultivated foods available to choose from;
difficulty in finding and gathering NCFPs because their
habitats had been cleared for agriculture and/or for
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Table 2 Main reasons that have led to neglecting wild food plants
and the number of respondents mentioning the reason

Number of
Reason respondents
Cultivated foods are abundant 40
NCFPs are rare due to land clearance 37
for cropping and settlement
People are active in growing food crops 15
NCFPs are unpalatable 12
Ignorance
No cash value 5

settlement (Table 1). For example, the wild Dioscorea spp.,
which are traditionally used as food during famine, are
disappearing because their habitat has been modified or
destroyed. Another key reason given was that there had
been loss of the traditional knowledge required for prepar-
ing of, as well as loss of taste for NCFPs. On the other hand,
the young people were spending much of their time at
school, and had less opportunity to learn about these foods.
Other NCFPs were not eaten because of prejudices. For
example, Acalypha bipartita was reputed to lead to poor
lactation in mothers, besides creating hunger sensations
soon after eating it. These 27 species which appear to be
liked but are infrequently consumed should be promoted for
wider consumption. Furthermore, some should be selected
for domestication. Domestication will require research.

Contribution to food security

Besides some of the plants being eaten regularly when
encountered, 20 NCFPs were important during seasonal
food shortages, such as during the period before harvest-
ing, while 12 were important during famines or acute food
shortages (see Table 1).

Conclusions

Many NCFPs exist in Bulamogi. They commonly grow as
weeds, wild plants, while some are semi-cultivated. They
are commonly eaten as snacks (from fruits) or as vegeta-
bles. These plants are infrequently eaten but assume sig-
nificance during periods of seasonal food shortage and
famine. Their specific contribution to the diet needs to be
investigated in food diaries. Although no effort was made
to evaluate the level of preference for the species, a short
list of 27 from which to select for plants for wider pro-
motion and domestication is proposed.
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