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New Frontiers of Knowledge on Nepalese Plant Science
Dr. Gyan L. Shrestha* and Bhushan Shrestha**
Glossary of Wild Relatives of Cultivated Agticultural Crop Plants in Nepal

ABSTRACT

Nepal, with its unique geographical and ecological features due to its abrupt rise in altitude, plays
significant role in biological evolution. Existence of numerous wild relatives of the present-day
cultivated agricultural crop plants in this small Himalayan nation may serve as a potential source of
several yet unidentified desirable genes that are needed for future incorporation in the improvement
of cultivated crop plants. This report includes 82 different wild relatives of 41 genera under 19
families of 37 agricultural crops of Nepal (Table 1) . It serves as the sample of the glossary of these
wild relatives of crop plants in Nepal.

Under food grain crop plants of gramineae, leguminoceae and polygonaceae families, 16 different
wild species namely wild rices(7 species), wildrelatives of wheat plant(3 species), wild arhar(3
species), wild fingermillets(1 species) and wild buckwheat(2 species) have been identified in
different parts of the country, Similarly, under vegetable crop plants of Araceae, Amaranthaceae,
Crucifereae, Cucurbitaceae, Dioscoreaceae, Labiteae, Leguminosae, Liliaceae, Malvaceae,
Polygonaceae, Solanaceae and Umbellifereae, 37 different wild species-wild colocasia(l species),
wild amaranths (3 species), wild leafy vegetables (2 species), wild gourds(3 species), wild cucumber
(1 species), wild yams (4 species), wild mints(3 species), wild fenugreeks(4 species), wild pea(l
species), wild beans (3 species), wild garlics (2 species), wild spinach(3 species), wild lady’s finger
(1 species), wild spinach (3 species), wild eggplants(2 species) and wild carrot(one species) have
also been identified. In case of wild relatives of cultivated orchard plants, 11 different wild species
namely wild mango (one species), wild banana(one species), wild strawberry (one species), wild
pear (one species), wild cherries(2 species), wild apple(one species) and wild grapes(3 species)
have been identified. Among 19 different wild species of economic crop plants, five wild species of
sugarcane, one species of wild sunhemp, two wild relatives of cotton, three wild relatives of rose,
two wild species of tobacco, four wild species of turmeric and two wild species of tea have also been

identified. This report includes only sample of the total wild species of the present-day cultivated
agricultural crop plants, Further exploration on this economic botany will help the country in
cataloguing the wild relatives of cultivated crop plants and their future use in crop improvement.

* Agricultural Scientist. Presently working as Coordinator, Asia Network for Small Scale Agricultural
Biotechnologies(ANSAB), Headquarters . Post Box No. 16, Lazimpat, Kathmandu, Nepal. Tel:
411859, Fax : 977-1-419562,

** M.Sc. Student-Botany and biotechnology, Tribhuwan University, Kathmandu.
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INTRODUCTION

Human society, from the very beginning of its
appearance on this earth, has been indispensa-
bly associated with the plant kingdom for its
survival. Almost all the kinds of plants are used
by this human society either as food or for other
purposes like housing, clothing, medicine, etc,
In other words, plant is the paragon symbol of
the super excellent virtues of mankind, Few
species of some of the families became so much
favorable from the food point of view that they
occupy major area of the cultivated land in this
world rice(Oryza sativa L.), wheat(Triticum
aestivum L), maize(Zea mays L.) and some
other species of the gramineae family became the
major source of food for human being. Similar-
ly, major plant species serve as the sources of
medicine for human use,

Wild species of these cultivated crop plants
play an equally important role not only in the
evolutionary processes, but also as potential
sources of several yet unidentified desirable
genes that we need for future improvement of
those cultivated crop plants. Wild rice(Oryza
sativa f. spontaneum Roschev ) is the most
stable source of male sterility (Ms) gene to make
the hybrid rice cultivation possible in China and
in other countries (Virmani, 1987). Almost all
the wild rice species(at least 22) have been
identified as good sources of resistance to some
major insect pests of rice (Heinrichs et al 1985) .
Such evidences are found in many wild species
of different crop plants.

Nepal, though a small country in its physical
size, has become the “Show room of the major
world flora” because of its geological and eco-
logical variations. The kingdom of Nepal has
become the “Nature’s Paradise” for tireless ex-
ploring biologists (Majpuria, 1984) . Scientific
plant collection and identification in Nepal has
been started only since early 1950s, although
some of the earlier taxonomists also tried to
explore it(Bhatta, 1964, Don 1825, Hara 1966,

Kihara 1955, Numata 1965, Regmi 1982, 1984
and 1988 Regmi and Shimada 1976 Shrestha
1969, Shrestha 1988, Wallich 1824, Yoda
1967) . Department of Medicinal Plants, HMG,
Nepal (1967 and onwar’d) has been doing tre-
mendous job in exploring the utility of plants
with medicinal values. Singh(1960) tried to list
some of the wild plants that have the food value
Regmi (1967, 1988) grouped the
plants of food values and identified some of the
wild species of those food crop plants. Manand-
har (1978, 1980, 1984, 1985 and 1988) is mak-
ing tremendous efforts in identifying Nepalese

in Nepal.

plants at different locations for different pur-
Manandhar (1980) and Singh(1960)
identified many wild species of Plants with some

poses.,

food values.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The authors surveyed different parts of the
country since last two years, collected and
identified different wild species of the cultivated
crop plants. During October 1988, a special
effort was made on collection and identification
of wild relatives of rice in different parts of the
country, and the first author also observed and
identified several wild species of other crops.
This was further verified in the herbarium of the
Royal Botanic Garden, Godawari, Lalitpur,
Some of the wild species preserved in the Royal
Botanic Garden were also referred to during
study period. The result has been compiled and
presented in this report,

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A total number of 82 wild relatives under 41
genera of 19 families have been listed in this
report including their cultivated species. Avail-
able local as well as English names one of these
wild plants in Nepal are given in a wide range.
References of wild relatives were also drawn

from the Royal Botanic Garden, Lalitpur,



These wild relatives shown in Table 1. Among
wild relatives of the food grain crop plants,
wild rices play an important role. Four different
wild rice species were collected and identified
from different parts of the Tarai (Southern plain
area) and inner Tarai(Valleys and river basin
areas between Churiya range and Mahavarat
range) regions, ranging from 67 to over 800
metre altitude,

Among them, Oraza nivara Sharma et Shas-
try and O. rufipogon Griff are natural parents
of the present-day cultivated rice O. sativa L,
Weedy rice O. sativa f. spontanea(Roschev
has been observed through out the rice field of
the country. Two wild relatives of rice- Hygror-
yz aristata and Leersia hexandra( ? ) have also
been found in different part of Nepal(Shrestha
1988b), Shrestha and Vaughan 1989). Wild
rice possesses high cultural value in Nepalese
society specially in the Tarai region and costs as
high as five times than the normal rice.

At least three species of wild relatives
Agropyfon of wheat Triticum aestivum L. have
been identified in the north-west high hills of
Nepal(Kihara 1955)*. On this basis north
western region of Jumla, Humla and Mugu
districts has been recognized as the “Secondary
Homeland of Wheat”. However, so far no wild
species of Triticum has been reported from
Nepal, Wild finger-millet(Crab grass) Eleusine
indica L. Gaertn is widely distributed through
-out the country ranging from the Tarai region
(67m altitude) to high hills of Jumla(Manand-
har 1984) . In Nepal language, it is called Kode
Jhar (means finger millet grass). Its cultivated
species is E. Coracana(L) Gaertn(Table 1),
At least 2 species of wild buck wheat Fagopyr-
um dibotrys (D . Don) Hara and F. megacar-
pun Hara belonging to polygonaceae family
have been identified in Nepal(Anonymous
1976) . The former one has been reported from
high altitude of Jumla valley, 2750 meter
(Manandhar 1984) . F. esculentum Moench
(Sweet Buckwheat) and F. rtataricum(L.)

Gaertn (bitter buckwheat) are intensively culti-
vated specially in the northern hills of Nepal.
Buckwheat is known as “The poor man’s food”
in hills. Wild relatives of the present-day culti-
vated arher, Cajanus cajan(L.) Hill(C. in-
dicus Spreng) are available in different parts of
country. At least, 4 species of wild relatives of
Atylosia have been reported (DMP 1976) .

Different authors also cite numerous examples
of different edible wild species of cultivated crop
plants(DMP 1982, Manandhar 1978, 1980,
1984, 1985, Regmi 1982, 1988, Singh 1960) .
This report consists of only the list of those wild
relatives of crop plants that the author observed
and identified during different observational
tours in Nepal. So far, DMP(1982) has publi-
shed a book on “Wild Edible Plants of Nepal”
that consists of at least 133 different wild edible
plants. However, all of them do not belong to
the agricultural crops. A systematic survey,
collection and preservation of such wild rela-
tives of cultivated crop plants in future will be
extremely useful from the genetic improvement
point of view, Moreover, these wild relatives
are in vulnerable condition and they may be
wiped out within limited time because of severe
land encroachment by the ever growing popula-
tion. Nepal needs even the natural conservation
of such wild species whereever it is needed and
possible .
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