
INTRODUCTION
With pressure from an increasing human
population and declining per-capita produc-
tion of food in Africa, there is an urgent
need to develop marginal resources such as
the semi-arid and arid lowlands and opti-
mize their use through appropriate livestock
production. In Ethiopia as well as in most
developing countries, animal disease
remains one of the principal causes of poor
livestock performance, leading to an ever-
increasing gap between the supply of, and
the demand for, livestock products.1

Pharmacotherapy is one of the most impor-
tant means of controlling livestock diseases,
but it is possible only if livestock owners can
afford to cover the cost of treatments. Cost of
treatment is therefore an important determinant
of the usefulness of veterinary drugs. In
Ethiopia, conventional veterinary services have
been playing a paramount role in the control
and prophylaxis of livestock diseases in the last
three decades. However, they cannot yet deliver
complete coverage in preventive and curative
health care practices because of inadequate
labor, logistical problems, an erratic supply of
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drugs, and the high cost of drugs and equip-
ment. Consequently, the majority of those rais-
ing stock in rural areas are far from the site of
veterinary stations, and those who have access
to veterinary services may not be able to afford
to pay for them. Additionally, reduced funding
for animal disease control is an issue in
Ethiopia and is likely to influence the incidence
of some serious livestock diseases. 

Cutbacks in modern veterinary services
mean that livestock owners cannot rely on
veterinary services for control of various
important livestock diseases. Thus the pas-
toralists who occupy remote, inaccessible
areas of the arid and semi-arid lowlands (such
as the Borana pastoralists) are highly vulnera-
ble to such problems. A practical solution to
this problem is to develop socially acceptable
and effective remedies from reasonably inex-
pensive sources that can complement modern
medicine.2 The practice of traditional veteri-
nary medicine provides such a short cut.

In Ethiopia people have used traditional
veterinary methods to treat both human and
livestock diseases for generations. Plants
comprise the largest component of the
diverse therapeutic elements of traditional
livestock health care practices. Herbal medi-
cine is the branch of traditional practices that
is most amenable to scientific investigation.
Herbs are also invaluable subjects of interna-
tional development. More than 30% of mod-
ern drugs are derived from plants.3 The use
of indigenous expertise, especially that of
ethnobotanists, has received considerable
attention in recent years. However, informa-
tion on veterinary herbal medicine has not
been systematically documented.

This study was conducted to document
and present various herbal preparations used
by Borana pastoralists in Ethiopia and to
collect medicinal plants for botanical classi-
fication in the hopes of furthering knowl-
edge of veterinary herbal medicine.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Area
The study was conducted in the Borana zone
of the Oromia regional state in southern

Ethiopia in four selected districts between
October 1998 and May 1999.The Borana
zone is geographically located between 3˚
36�- 6˚ 38� N latitude and 36˚ 43�-41˚ 40� E
longitude. The largest proportion of the
Borana zone (62.5%) can be classified as
lowlands with a semi-arid to arid climate.
Nomadism and semisedentarism are typical
livestock-rearing practices in these areas. 

Two rainy seasons are recorded in the
area: the spring and autumn rains, referred to
as “gannaa” and “hagayyaa,” respectively. The
spring rain starts around mid-February and
ceases around the end of May, and the autumn
rain starts around mid-September and ends
around mid-November. The mean annual tem-
perature varies from 10˚C to over 25˚C.4 The
natural vegetation is forest and lowland bushy
savannah or steppe-type vegetation.

Data Collection
Information on different aspects of ethno-
veterinary medicine in the study area was
collected by direct interviews of known
healers and livestock owners. A total of 24
well-known healers and 97 livestock owners
were interviewed in four districts of Borana
rangelands. Baseline data on healers’
sources and specialty were collected.
Subsequent discussions centered on details
of the healers’ practice. An ethnobotanical
survey was conducted by transect walking
or driving with respondents along culverts.
Parts of the plants that were identified as
having medicinal value were collected, com-
pressed, and submitted to the National
Herbarium of Addis Ababa University for
botanical classification. 

RESULTS
A total of 77 different plants used by
Borana pastoralists to treat or prevent a
wide range of livestock disease situations
were collected. Of these, 64 were submitted
to Addis Ababa University for botanical
classification. Forty-three of the submitted
plant specimens were botanically classified.
Table 1 presents a summary of their indica-
tions, component used, routes of administra-
tion, and forms of preparations.
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The most widely practiced administration
of medicinal plant preparations was oral
administration of infusions, decoctions, and
other preparations (56.4%); topical applica-
tions of paste (poultice), sap, and other for-
mulations were also common (37.2%).
Relatively small numbers of preparations
were applied through nasal, ocular, auricular,
anal, and vaginal routes. A few herbs were
ignited to produce ash, which was used to
treat skin diseases. The most frequently used
form of preparation was infusion (35.6%),
followed by poultice (30.1%) and decoction
(17.8%); other methods were used less fre-
quently. Most (62.5%) of the pastoralists
interviewed frequently use herbal preparations
to treat their animals, whereas the remaining
37.5% preferred the complementary use of
both herbal preparations and modern drugs.

DISCUSSION
The literature on ethnoveterinary botanicals
is extensive. People inhabiting different eco-
logical zones use different plants and plant
parts in their treatment arsenal. The pharma-
ceutical value and concentration of active
ingredients in each plant varied depending
on climatic and edaphic factors. 

In this survey 43 different plants were
documented. Different modes of application
and preparations were used depending on
the perceived diagnosis and which plant
parts were intended for use. These remedial
approaches have been established among
communities other than Borana pastoral-
ists.5–8 However, most of the plants recorded
in this study have been noted elsewhere in
Ethiopia and other parts of the world to have
medicinal value.6–16

The efficacy of some the herbs such as
Albezia anthelimentica against intestinal
helminthosis17 and that of the Aloe species in
treating Trychostogylus species in sheep2 has
also been confirmed and their pharmaceuti-
cal ingredients identified. Azardirachta indi-
ca is known to contain chemicals that could
help to control more than 200 pest speciesas
well as antimalarial limonoids that showed
good antimalarial action in vitro.16,18
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Aqueous extracts of Euphorbia species
have been found to have bacteriostatic
effects in vitro against Staphylococcus
aureus, and Zinggiber officinale has been
shown to contain zingerone, which is known
to be a good remedy for colic.17

CONCLUSIONS
Borana pastoralists were shown in this study
to have a wealth of knowledge about herbal
medicine. Medicinal plants that are found in
the rangelands are harvested and used for
treatment of sick animals. Recognizing the
value of this indigenous knowledge empow-
ers livestock owners to attempt to solve their
animals’ health problems in a cost-effective
way.2 A comparative investigation of tradi-
tional and modern veterinary services has
been suggested.2,18,19 Lambert has tried to
show the economic advantages of collecting
and marketing medicinal plants.18

Herbal preparations are crude and could
potentially be toxic. Research is therefore
needed to determine optimal doses and con-
centrations of the preparations and to identify
the side effects of the remedies. Moreover,
the efficacy of the preparations, techniques,
and practices need to be investigated to
identify promising plants for use in live-
stock development proposals. The documen-
tation and conservation of medicinal plants
is therefore highly recommended. 
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