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Abstract

Forest plays an important role in improving the 
tribal food security. Wild edible fruits are the 
important source of nutrition in the livelihood 
strategies of forest dwellers. India has a vast area of 
forest and tribal population of more than 4 millions 
depends on wild edible plants. A survey was carried 
out in coastal ecosystems of Konkan to identify 
the wild edible plants and their uses. During the 
study it was noted that the existing species belong 
to 115 families constituting of 256 species. The 
dominant species identified were  Mangifera indica, 
Lannea coromandelica, Bridelia retusa, Holarrhena 
pubescens, Leea indica, Ixora coccinea, Carissa 
congesta, Ziziphus rugosa, Geissaspis tenella, Senecio 
bombayensis, Rostellularia procumbens, Eranthemum 
roseum, Triumfetta rhomboidea, Rungia pectinata, 
Coldenia procumbens, Vigna sublobata, Dioscorea 
bulbifera, Smilax ovalifolia, Jasminum malabaricum, 
Hemidesmus indicus. Amongst these, 42 species 
representing 23 families were identified as wild fruits 
with potential for commercial utilization.

Keywords: Wild fruits, ethno-botanical, costal agro-
ecosystems.

Forest ecosystems are the integral part of global 
sustainable development. Forest related economic 
activities affect the livelihoods of 1.6 billion people 
worldwide; they provide socio-cultural benefits and 
the foundation for indigenous knowledge. Forest 
ecosystems play a crucial role in mitigating the effects of 

climate change and protecting biodiversity. This refers 
to the use and conservation of forest and forest products 
for the benefit of the present and future generations. 
Documentation of various natural resources in the 
forest ecosystems habitat of the wild edible plants such 
as cereals, fruits, tubers and vegetables play a very 
important role in the livelihoods of rural communities 
as being an integral part of the subsistence strategy of 
people in many developing countries. India has a vast 
area of forest and more than 4 million tribal populations 
depend on these wild edible plants. The survey was 
carried out in Konkan to identify the uses of wild edible 
plants and to document their etho-botanical importance 
(Kumbhojkar and Vartak 1988). In many parts of the 
world, wild plants are obtained from forests or wild areas 
are designated for extractive resources and managed by 
local communities (Jain 1995).

From the past, edible wild fruits have played a very 
vital part in supplementing the diet of the people. The 
dependence on these fruits has gradually declined in 
the recent times as exotic fruits were introduced which 
were more economical to the farmers. However, in tribal 
areas many people still use them as a supplement of their 
basic food. Some of them are preserved for consumption 
during dry period or sold in rural market. The popularity 
of these wild forms has recently decreased, due to 
non-availability and lack of knowledge.  Apart from 
traditional use in food, these wild forms possess 
potential for use in pharmaceuticals as medicines for 
curing certain diseases. They are gifted with remarkable 
nutritional food value, and caterto the minerals like 
sodium, potassium, magnesium, iron, calcium, and 
phosphorus. They are immune to many diseases and 
often used in different formulation of ayurvedic, unani 
and siddha Indian folk- medicine system (Kumbhojkar 
and Vartak 1988). Wild fruits supply fibres and mineral 
nutrition, which prevent constipation. Hence a special 
attention should be paid to maintain and improve this 
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important source of food supply by accepting wild fruits 
as important dietary components.

Dietary use of wild fruits appear in numerous records 
from Andhra Pradesh (Reddy et al. 2006), Maharashtra 
and the Himalayas (Sundriyal 2001, Nararajan and 
paulsen 2000). However, there is no concrete report 
about the nutritional potential, production, and collection 
statistics of wild edible fruits.

Maharashtra state has a long coastal zone which 
represents the costal agro-ecosystem. This coastal zone 
has large biodiversity of fruit trees with great potential. 
These wild resources are being utilised by the tribal and 
local population for various purposes. 

A study of flora was conducted in the Rajapur taluka 
of Ratnagiri district in Maharashtra. In this study total 
571 species (including 6 subspecies and 19 varieties) 
belonging to 379 genera under 115 families have been 
recorded (Table 1). Of the 115 families, the first ten 
families constitute 256 species (46%). Amongst these, 
Fabaceae is the most dominant family, comprising of 58 
species, followed by Euphorbiaceae (33 sp.), Poaceae 
(30 sp.), Acanthaceae (26 sp.), Convolvulaceae (23 sp.), 
Asteraceae (21 sp.), Rubiaceae (19 sp.), Cyperaceae 
(16sp.), Caesalpinaceae (16 sp.), and Malvaceae (14 sp.). 
The other major families recorded were Anacardiaceae, 
Moraceae and Rubiaceae (Singh et al. 2000a). The 
dominant tree species observed were Mangifera indica, 
Lannea coromandelica, Bridelia retusa, Holarrhena 
pubescens, Leea indica, Ixora coccinea, Carissa 
congesta, Ziziphus rugosa, Geissaspis tenella, Senecio 
bombayensis, Rostellularia procumbens, Eranthemum 
roseum, Triumfetta rhomboidea, Rungia pectinata, 
Coldenia procumbens, Vigna sublobata, Dioscorea 
bulbifera, Smilax ovalifolia, Jasminum malabaricum, 
and Hemidesmus indicus. Among the mangrove 
species highest frequency was calculated in Avicennia 
officinalis (70 %) and Rhizophora mucronata (70%) 
followed by Sonneratia caseolaris (60%) (Almeida 
2003). Indigenous knowledge of wild edible plant 
is important for sustaining utilization of those plant 
species. There has been a revival of interest in medicinal 
and wild food plants during the last few decades among 
the ethnobotanists. Thus the 42 species belonging to 
23 families were identified. The list of species with 
its part used and other uses is provided (Table 2 and 
Figure 1). The plant species depict that the number of 
wild edible tree species was markedly less as compared 
to all recorded species. The most frequently used wild 
fruits belong to Moraceae (6 species), Anacardiaceae (5 
species) and Rubiaceae (3 species). The families were 

Dioscoreaceae, Ebenaceae, Euphorbiaceae, Malvaceae 
and Rhamnaceae (Singh et al. 2000b)

The knowledge of traditional food plant is important 
to promote the wild edible fruits in a more sustainable 
way. This will enable for better food security/nutrition 
at household level in the tribal communities. The tribal 
people have indirectly nurtured many of the plants and 
some have been largely domesticated in home gardens 
and in the fields together with farmers’ cultivated 
food and cash crops. Nevertheless, the term ‘wild-
food’ is used to describe all plant resources outside of 
agricultural areas that are harvested or collected for the 
purpose of human consumption in forests areas. Similar 
botanical exploration and publications have emphasized 
on the diversity and food value of wild edible fruit plants 
(Datar and Vartak 1975, Mishra et al. 2007, Deshmukh 
and Waghmode 2007, Vartak 1959, Maikhuri et al. 2000, 
Battacharjee et al. 2008). The retention of knowledge 
by both young and aged people on the uses of the wild 
edible fruits attests to the continuing importance of 
these natural resources for subsistence and as a part of 
the cultural heritage of the costal agro-ecological region. 
In general, people of this region are well versed in the 
vernacular names of ethno-botanical plants. Evaluation 
of the nature and the potential of these plants should 
proceed from a broad perspective. First, all ethno-
botanical and indigenous plants of this area require 
greater evaluation of nutritional, pharmacological, and 
toxicological properties.

Conclusion

Indigenous wild fruits play an important role in the 
nutrition of people and children in rural and tribal 
communities. These can be consumed raw or may 
be processed. The wild fruits are excellent sources of 
vitamins, carbohydrates, proteins, fibres and minerals and 
enormous medicinal potential. These fruits from forests 
are rich source of protein and energy and very useful 
in treating protein energy deficiency. The production 
and consumption of these fruits in coastal zone of 

Table 1. Floristic analysis of the study area

Group Families Genera Species
Infra specific 

taxa
var.

Angiosperms 106 369 561 6 19
Pteridophytes 9 10 10 - -
Total 115 379 571 6 19

Source: Almeida 2003
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Fig. 1. Some wild edible fruit plants of costal agro-ecosystem (Also see Table 2).
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Maharashtra could provide better dietary supplement 
and additional means of income generation. These 
fruit crops can be commercially cultivated if managed 
properly.  The growing of trees for fruit production 
encourages the prevention of more or less permanent 
stands in bare land. Such trees are often a feature of 
desert landscapes and form the basis of traditional agro 
forestry land use systems. These multi-valued wild 
fruit resources are threatened by several anthropogenic 
and natural causes such as land-use change, habitat 
destruction, over-harvesting, over-grazing, and invasive 
species. Sustainable management of these resources for 
the well-being of the local communities as well as to 
conserve biodiversity is of utmost importance and could 
also contribute to preserve cultural and genetic diversity. 
Inclusion of such wild fruit resources in community/ 
joint forest management plans would be the most 
realistic conservation and livelihood approach for the 
coastal zone forests, which are managed by villages and 
local groups.
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