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Abstract 
Ethno-botany is the scientific study of the relationships that exist between people and plants. The 
term was coined over 100 years ago by Harsberger, who defined the field as the study of use of 
plants by aboriginal people. The concept has since been widened to cover how plants are used, 
managed and perceived, but it remains focused on traditional cultures. Current interest in the 
concepts of local knowledge or traditional knowledge as expressed in the recent Nagoya Protocol 
of the United Nations has brought ethno-botany back in the forefront. Conservation under the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), now ask signatory countries to register and take into 
account local knowledge when planning development and conservation.  

For many years ethno-botany was a purely descriptive field of science but over the past 30 year 
the field has grown into an analytical science employing a combination of anthropological and 
ecological theories and quantitative methods. A number of sub disciplines have developed such 
as ethno-medicine, ethno-taxonomy, ethno-ecology, and others – each of them emphasizing 
specific elements of the plant-man interaction in traditional cultures. Ethno-botany is also related 
to Economic Botany, and many plants that today are multibillion dollar crops were discovered 
through ethno-botanical research. This includes tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum), which was 
discovered among traditional cultures in the Amazon basin, corn (Zea mays) which was 
discovered among traditional cultures in Mexico, coffee (Coffea arabica) which was discovered 
in the Ethiopian highlands and rice (Oryza sativa), which was domesticated in the far East. But 
most ethno-botanical research documents the thousands of uses that are made of plants in rural 
settings and among traditional cultures. This work has its importance in documenting the value 
of native vegetation to the people, who live in the forests and savannas. Ethno-botany is also 
related to the debate of climatic change. Many plant species will change their distribution when 
the climate changes. Such changes can be studied using modern Species Distribution Modeling. 

It is a paradox that, while the industrialized world increases its knowledge capture capability, 
local knowledge is eroded in developing countries, because there are no means of capturing and 
transmitting the information, when traditional groups are acculturated. The Global Biodiversity 
Information Facility now provides 529,254,560 occurrences of 1,605,262 species, but most 
knowledge of how they are used and how they can serve traditional cultures remain to be 
gathered and made available. Combining ethno-botanical studies with new information 
technology is one of the ways ahead. Finally the omnipresent process of urbanization will impact 
the study of traditional knowledge and ethno-botany. In Brazil, the US and western Europe it is 
forecasted that 90% of the population will live in cities by 2045. In China 70% and South East 
Asia over 60% will live in urban areas by the same time. This urbanization is maybe the greatest 
challenge to traditional knowledge and makes the study of ethno-botany and traditional 
knowledge so much more urgent. 
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