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Chapter 8 Ethano-Botanical Study of Medicinal Plants

The Contribution of Wild Edible Plants in
Human Nutrition (Wild Vegetables of

India- Diversity, Nutritional Significance,
Medicinal VValue and Economic Potential)

Ravindra Y. Thakur

Wild vegetables have formed an integral component of human diets since prehistoric times. In
India, a vast diversity of wild edible plants has traditionally been utilized by tribal, rural, and
forest-dependent communities for food, medicine, and livelihood. These plants represent an
important source of nutrients, vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, and bioactive compounds.
Besides contributing to household food security, wild vegetables play a significant role in
traditional healthcare systems and local economies. India’s diverse agro-climatic regions,
ranging from the Himalayas to the Western Ghats and from arid deserts to coastal ecosystems,
harbour a rich diversity of wild edible species. However, modernization, habitat degradation,
and changing food preferences are leading to a gradual decline in their utilization. This chapter
reviews the importance of vegetables in human nutrition, the diversity and distribution of wild
vegetables in India, their classification based on edible plant parts, medicinal properties,
economic significance, and conservation needs.
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Introduction

Plants have always been the primary source of food for humanity. Before the advent of agriculture, humans
relied extensively on naturally occurring edible plants for sustenance. Archaeological evidence indicates that
prehistoric humans depended extensively on wild edible plants. Ancient Indian texts such as Vedas, Charaka
Samhita, Sushruta Samhita, Arthashastra contain references to edible wild plants and forest foods. Even after
the development of agriculture, numerous wild plant species continued to supplement cultivated food
resources.
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Traditional communities throughout India have developed sophisticated knowledge systems regarding
seasonal availability, edibility, harvesting techniques, processing methods and medicinal applications of wild
vegetables. Such knowledge has been transmitted orally across generations. Wild vegetables are edible plant
species that grow naturally in forests, grasslands, wetlands, agricultural fields, riverbanks, and other natural
habitats without deliberate cultivation. These plants are collected from the wild and consumed either regularly
or seasonally.

India is recognized as one of the world's mega-diverse countries, supporting approximately 47,000 plant
species. A significant proportion of these plants possess edible parts, and many are used traditionally as
vegetables. Tribal communities, who constitute nearly 8.6% of India's population, possess extensive
knowledge regarding the identification, collection, preparation, and medicinal uses of wild vegetables. In
recent years, increasing interest in traditional foods, nutraceuticals, organic products, and biodiversity
conservation has renewed scientific attention toward wild edible vegetables.

Nutritional Importance of Wild Edible Plants

¢ Rich Source of Vitamins: Wild edible plants contain high concentrations of essential vitamins that
support human health. Vitamin A (B-carotene): Maintains healthy vision, immune function, and skin.
Vitamin C: Strengthens immunity, promotes wound healing, and acts as a powerful antioxidant. Vitamin
E: Protects cells from oxidative damage. B-complex vitamins: Essential for energy metabolism and
nervous system function. Many wild leafy vegetables contain considerably higher vitamin levels than
commonly cultivated vegetables.

o Excellent Source of Minerals: Wild edible plants provide essential minerals required for normal body
functions. Calcium for strong bones and teeth, Iron for haemoglobin formation and prevention of anaemia,
Potassium for regulation of blood pressure, Magnesium for enzyme activity and muscle function, Zinc for
immune health and growth, Phosphorus for energy metabolism. Regular consumption helps reduce
micronutrient deficiencies, often referred to as "hidden hunger."

e Good Quality Protein: Several wild edible leaves, seeds, and legumes contain moderate to high amounts
of protein and essential amino acids. Although most plant proteins are incomplete individually, combining
different wild foods can improve protein quality and contribute significantly to dietary protein intake.

o Dietary Fibre: Wild vegetables and fruits are rich in dietary fibre which improves digestion, prevents
constipation, reduces cholesterol levels, helps control blood sugar, promotes healthy gut microbiota,
increases satiety, aiding weight management.

¢ Healthy Fats: Certain wild nuts and seeds provide beneficial unsaturated fatty acids, including omega-3
and omega-6 fatty acids, which support cardiovascular and brain health.

e Bioactive Compounds and Antioxidants: Wild edible plants are rich in phytochemicals such as
Flavonoids, Phenolic compounds, Tannins, Alkaloids, Terpenoids, Carotenoids, Anthocyanins. These
compounds possess antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, and anticancer properties. Regular
consumption may reduce the risk of chronic diseases such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, obesity,
and certain cancers.
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Contribution to Food Security: Wild edible plants act as "famine foods" during periods of crop failure,
drought, floods, or economic hardship. They supplement household diets provide year-round food
availability, diversify food sources, reduce dependence on cultivated crops, improve resilience to climate
change. In many tribal and rural communities, seasonal availability of wild foods bridges periods of food
scarcity.

Prevention of Micronutrient Deficiencies: Hidden hunger affects billions of people worldwide due to
inadequate intake of vitamins and minerals. Wild edible plants naturally provide Iron to prevent anaemia,
Vitamin A to prevent night blindness, Calcium for bone health, Zinc for immunity, Folate for healthy
pregnancy. Including these plants in daily diets can substantially improve nutritional status, particularly
among children and pregnant women.

Medicinal Benefits: Many wild edible plants serve both nutritional and medicinal purposes. Traditional
knowledge associates them with improved digestion, blood purification, fever reduction, diabetes
management, liver protection, treatment of skin disorders, enhanced immunity. The overlap between food
and medicine makes these plants important components of traditional healthcare systems.

Traditional healthcare systems extensively utilize wild vegetables.

e Antioxidant Activity: Species such as Portulaca oleracea and Centella asiatica possess strong
antioxidant properties.

¢ Anti-diabetic Activity: Many leafy vegetables help regulate blood sugar levels. Examples: Cassia tora,
Centella asiatica, Costus sp, Amaranthus species.

¢ Anti-inflammatory Activity: Traditional healers use several species to treat inflammation and pain.

¢ Antimicrobial Properties: Plant extracts inhibit growth of pathogenic microorganisms.

¢ Gastrointestinal Benefits: Many species improve digestion and alleviate constipation.

e Cardiovascular Benefits: Certain vegetables help: Reduce blood pressure, Lower cholesterol, Improve
circulation

Role in Dietary Diversity: Dietary diversity is a key indicator of nutritional quality. Wild edible plants
increase diversity by introducing different vegetables, fruits, tubers, seeds, flowers, young shoots. A diverse
diet provides a broader spectrum of nutrients than reliance on staple cereals alone.

Classification of Wild Vegetables Based on Edible Plant Parts: Wild vegetables can be categorized
according to the plant part consumed.

o Leafy Vegetables: The leaves constitute the most frequently consumed part. Examples: Amaranthus
viridis (Leaf vegetable), Cassia tora (Seasonal vegetable), Alternanthera sessilis (Green leafy
vegetable), Centella asiatica (Salad and medicinal food)

e Stem Vegetables: Tender stems and shoots are consumed. Examples: Bamboo shoots, Asparagus shoots,
young climber stems like Smilax zeylanica, Amaranthus sp.

e Root and Tuber Vegetables: Underground parts are rich in carbohydrates. Examples: Wild yam
(Dioscorea spp.), Taro (Colocasia esculenta), Arrowroot species

o Flower Vegetables: Flowers and flower buds are used as vegetables. Examples: Banana flowers, Agave
flowers, Sesbania flowers

e Fruit Vegetables: Examples: Wild gourds, Wild cucumbers, Solanum fruits

e Seed Vegetables: Examples: Lotus seeds, Wild legumes

Www.cornousbooks.com 97



Ethano-Botanical Study of Medicinal Plants

Diversity of Wild Vegetables in India: India possesses remarkable diversity of wild edible plants due to
variations in climate, topography, and vegetation. More than 1,500 species of wild edible plants have been
documented from different regions.

e Western Himalayas: Common species include Urtica dioica (stinging nettle), Rumex nepalensis,
Allium humile, Diplazium esculentum. These vegetables provide nutrition during harsh climatic
conditions.

¢ Northeastern India: The region is considered a hotspot of wild edible plant diversity. Common species
include Bamboo shoots, tree ferns, wild yams, wild mushrooms, Polygonum species. The tribal
communities of Nagaland, Manipur, Mizoram, and Arunachal Pradesh depend heavily on these
resources.

e Central India: The forests of Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, and Odisha support numerous edible
species. Examples: Cassia tora, Amaranthus viridis, Dioscorea species, Bauhinia purpurea

e Western Ghats: The Western Ghats are among the world's biodiversity hotspots. Important wild
vegetable species include: Colocasia esculenta, Amaranthus spinosus, Alternanthera sessilis, Moringa
concanensis, Celosia argentea, Numerous endemic edible species occur in this region.

e Coastal and Konkan Region: The Konkan region of Maharashtra supports a variety of seasonal wild
vegetables. Examples: Takla (Cassia tora), Kurdu (Celosia argentea), Alu (Colocasia esculenta),
Bharangi (Clerodendrum serratum), Kartoli (Momordica dioica), Jangali Suran (Amorphophallus
commutatus), Chavai (Ensete superbum), Pevga (Costus speciosus), Ghotvel (Smilax zeylanica)
Bhirmoli (Vigna vexillata), Ghol (Portulaca oleracea), Kurdu (Celosia argentea), These vegetables are
especially popular during the monsoon season.

Ethnobotanical Significance: Ethnobotany explores relationships between plants and human societies. Wild
vegetables play vital roles in traditional diets, cultural practices, religious ceremonies, indigenous healthcare.
Traditional knowledge associated with these plants represents valuable cultural heritage.

Economic Importance of Wild Vegetables

¢ Household Food Security: Wild vegetables provide food during periods of scarcity and crop failure.

¢ Income Generation: Many species are sold in local markets. Women often play major roles in collection
and marketing.

o Employment Opportunities: Activities include: collection, processing, packaging, marketing

o Nutraceutical Industry: Demand for functional foods has increased commercial interest in wild
vegetables.

e Pharmaceutical Potential: Bioactive compounds extracted from wild plants are increasingly utilized in
drug development.

Threats to Wild Vegetable Diversity: Major threats include: deforestation, habitat fragmentation,
urbanization, climate change, overharvesting, agricultural intensification, loss of traditional knowledge.
These factors contribute to the decline of many valuable species.

Conservation and Sustainable Utilization: Conservation strategies should include:

In-situ Conservation - protected areas, sacred groves, community forests
Ex-situ Conservation - botanical gardens, seed banks, germplasm conservation
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Community Participation - documentation of indigenous knowledge, sustainable harvesting protocols,
farmer-led domestication programs

Future Prospects: Wild vegetables have significant potential for: nutritional security, climate-resilient
agriculture, organic farming, functional foods, ecotourism, sustainable livelihoods. Research should focus

on: nutritional profiling, pharmacological evaluation, domestication, value addition, market development

Conclusion: Wild vegetables constitute a valuable but underutilized biological resource in India. They

contribute significantly to nutrition, healthcare, food security, biodiversity conservation, and rural
livelihoods. India's diverse ecosystems support a rich array of edible plant species that have sustained
indigenous communities for generations. Scientific validation of their nutritional and medicinal properties,
coupled with sustainable conservation and commercialization strategies, can transform these traditional
resources into important components of future food systems. Promoting awareness, documentation, and
sustainable utilization of wild vegetables will not only conserve biodiversity but also enhance nutritional
security and economic opportunities for rural communities.

List of some wild vegetable plants

Sr Botanical Name Common Name Family Parts used
No
1 Achyranthes aspera Aghada Amaranthaceae Leaves
2 Allium humile Small alpine onion Amaryllidaceae Leaves & Bulbs
3 Alternanthera sessilis Sisso0 spinach Amaranthaceae Leaves
4 Amaranthus spinosus Spiny amaranth Amaranthaceae Leaves
5 Amaranthus viridis Katemath Amaranthaceae Leaves
6 Amorphophallus Jangali Suran Araceae Leaves & Corm
commutatus
7 Amorphophallus Suran Araceae Corm & Leaves
paeoniifolius
8 Bambusa arundinacea Bamboo shoots Poaceae Stem shoots
9 Bauhinia purpurea Kachnar Fabaceae Leaves, Flowers,
Pods
10 | Boerthavia diffusa Punarnava / Khaparkhuti | Nyctaginaceae Leaves
11 | Cassiatora Foetid Cassia / Takla / Caesalpinaceae Leaves
Tarota
12 | Celosia argentea Kurdu Amaranthaceae Leaves
13 | Centella asiatica Gotu Kola / Manduk Apiaceae Leaves
Parni
14 | Clerodendrum serratum | Bharangi Verbenaceae Leaves
15 | Colocasia esculenta Alu Araceae Leaves
16 | Commelina benghalensis | Kena Commelinaceae Leaves
17 | Costus speciosus Pevga Costaceae Leaves
18 | Dioscorea bulbifera Karanda / Mataru Dioscoreaceae Bulbils
19 | Diplazium esculentum Fern Athyriaceae Leaves
20 | Ensete superbum Chavai / Ran Keli Musaceae Flowers & Fruits
21 | Ficus racemosa Umbar Moraceae Fruits
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22 | Ficus religiosa Peepal Moraceae Leaves

23 | Hibiscus sabdariffa Ambadi Malvaceae Leaves

24 | Holarrhena pubescens Konesi Bark Tree / Kuda | Apocynaceae Flowers & Fruits

25 | Launea procumbens Pathari Asteraceae Leaves

26 | Leea macrophylla Dinda Leeaceae Leaves

27 | Momordica dioica Wild Gourd / Karatoli Cucurbitaceace Fruits

28 | Moringa concanensis Ran Shevga Moringaceae Leaves, Fruits

29 | Oxalis Corniculata Indian Sorrel / Ambushi | Oxalidaceae Leaves

30 | Phyllanthus amarus Bhui Amla Euphorbiaceae Leaves

31 | Physalis pubescens Kapalfodi / ground Solanaceae Leaves & Fruits
cherry

32 | Plectranthus amboinicus | Aromatic Coleus Lamiaceae Leaves
Panacha Ova

33 | Polygonum species Knotweeds Polygonaceae Leaves

34 | Portulaca oleracea Ghol Portulacaceae Leaves

35 | Portutaca quadrifida Chival Portulacaceae Leaves

36 | Rumex nepalensis Jal Bhangaru Polygonaceae Tender leaves

37 | Sesbania grandiflora Agast / vegetable Fabaceae Leaves, Flowers,
hummingbird Pods

38 | Smilax zeylanica Ghotvel Smilacaceae Leaves

39 | Urtica dioica stinging nettle Urticaceae Young leaf tops

40 | Vigna vexillata Bhirmoli Fabaceae Pods & Rhizomes

Amaranthus viridis

Www.cornousbooks.com

Aorphophalls
commutatus

Ambrphophallds
paeoniifolius

1
4

Bamboo shoots




Ethano-Botanical Study of Medicinal Plants

Cassia tora

Clerodendrum Colocasia esculenta Commelina
serratum benghalensis

Holarrhena pubescens
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Oxalis corniculata Phyllanthus amarus nthus amboinicus

T

Portulaca oleracea Portutaca quadrifida Rumex nepalensis

Sesbania grandiflora Smilax zeylanica Urtica dioica Vigna vexillata
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