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Abstract

Present paper deals with ethnobotany of the Galo community of the Indian state of Arunachal
Pradesh. Our field studies have recorded 77 plant species of wild food, medicinal and cultural
plants belonging to 55 genera and 39 families used by the Galo community of West Siang
District. Of the total 77 species recorded, 24 are trees, 20 are herbs, 19 are shrubs, 11 are
climbers, 2 are lianas and 1 grass species. Among these, 43 species are locally edible plants, 37
species are used as ethno-medicinal agents, 13 species are used as pisicidal agents, 2 species are
poisonous plants, and 12 species recorded are invariably used for other purposes such as
washing and cleaning, socio-cultural, house construction, handicraft, firewood, spiritual healing,
broom and tobacco substitutes. The diverse uses of wild plants as food, medicine and cultural
materials among the Galo signifies their rich plant based traditional knowledge and close bonding
with the nature which is worth learning.
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INTRODUCTION

Arunachal Pradesh, popularly called as “land of rising Sun”, is the largest state in the North-
East India which is geographically located between 26°28´ to 29°30´ North Latitude and
90°30´ to 97°30´ East Longitude and spreads over an area of 83,473 sq km. The state is the
richest biotic province of Indian republicbordering Assam and Nagaland in the South, Tibet
(China) in the North and North East, Bhutan in the West and Myanmar in the East. The area
is primarily a hilly tract nestled in the foothills of the Eastern Himalaya and forming a part of
the IUCN recognized Himalaya Biodiversity Hotspot (Myers et al. 2000; Mittermeier et al.
2004) and exceptionally rich in ethnic culture and biological diversity (Mao et al. 2009).
Parallel with this, nature has been exceedingly endowed the state with rich bio-resources.
Arunachal Pradesh has second largest area under forest cover of 68,045 sq km (Anonymous
2008). These forests are also home to sizeable tribal population who continue to live in close
association with nature and utilizes a wide variety of forest resources for sustenance and
livelihood. The varied climatic condition of the state ranges from tropical, and temperate to
alpine zone with 80 % relative humidity (Tag & Das 2004). The average annual rainfall in
the state is over 350 cm. It receives heavy rainfall from both North-East and South-West
monsoon and favours luxuriant vegetation growth with high species diversity. It is fully a
tribal state and comprises of 19 districts inhabited by 26 major tribes and 110 sub-tribes of
diverse culture and lifestyle, with rich Indigenous Knowledge System (IKS), occupying
different geographical regions since time-immemorial (Tag et al. 2005). Majority of the local
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tribal communities are originally belonging to Mongoloid racial stock but their long history of
migration coupled with geographical isolation has brought to them certain distinctive
characteristics in language, dress and customs and customary laws which is prevalent among
the tribes including the Galo tribe. The rich oral tradition of the state forms an intricate web
of Indigenous Knowledge System that act as unseen guiding force to tribal lives of this state
(Tarak et al. 2009).

The Galo is one of the major community of among the 26 indigenous tribes of Abotani
descendant (Abo-Tani means the great ancestor of human kind) which is primarily
concentrated in Alo, Tirbin, Liromoba, Tai, Dumporijo, Likhabali, and Basar area of
West-Siang district, and however, they are also sparsely distributed in East Siang and Upper
Subansiri districts. This tribe is well known for its rich traditional knowledge base relating to
the diverse uses of plants and plant products (ethnobotanical uses of the plant) in their day to
day life. The local people of the community still sustain their livelihood through forest
bioresources although agriculture is the backbone of their economy. The Galos are hailed as
innovative, and hardworking and they are considered to be very prosperous and culturally
vibrant tribe of the Eastern Himalaya (Bora et al. 2012).  The Mopin is the major community
festival which is popularly celebrated among the Galo tribe. It is mainly agriculture based
festival celebrated for 4 – 5 days in the month of April every year. The Donyi-Poloism is the
main religion of the tribe in the district, although Christianity is on the rise in the recent
decades which is a major cause of cultural concern for those who believe in the power and
concept of traditional faith and belief system (Anonymous 2011).

The present paper deals with ethnobotanical importance and uses pertaining to the
Galo tribe in West Siang district, which are mainly focused on diverse uses and traditional
innovative practices related to food, medicine and cultural materials. A review of literature
reveals that the survey and documentation of ethnobotanical study on different tribes in
various districts of Arunachal Pradesh have been conducted by various researchers over the
last few decades mainly by Srivastava (2009), Rethy et al. (2010), Namsa et al. (2011),
Angami et al. (2006), Yumnam & Tripathi (2013), Kar (2004), Das & Tag (2006), Goswami
et al. (2009) and Jambey & Tag (2015). However, no such ethnobotanical report on Galo
community is available to date excepting preliminary report by Tarak et al (2009) on wild
vegetable plants used by Galo tribe of West Siang district of Arunachal Pradesh. Therefore,
present report is the first to outline ethno-botanical account and the traditional innovative
practices associated with the Galo tribe of West Siang district of Arunachal Pradesh.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Area

West Siang District with its Head-Quarter at Aalo of Arunachal Pradesh is geographically
located between Longitudes 93° 55´ to 94° 55´ E and Latitude 27° 30´ to 28° 55´ N. It
occupies an area of approximately 8325 sq km with total population of 1,12,274 persons
having a density of 13 per sq km. As per census report (Anonymous 2011) it is the 4th largest
district in the state by population and 2nd largest district in the state by area. The district is
situated in the central part of the state and derived its name from one of the major rivers,
Siang. It is the main tributary of the River Brahmaputra, which is called Tsangpo in Tibet
(China). West Siang extends from the Mac-Mohan Line in the north, which forms India’s
international border with TAR (Tibet Autonomous Region, China), to the state of Assam in
south, the districts of East Siang and Upper Siang in the east and Upper and Lower Subansiri
in the west. The district is mainly inhabited by Galo tribe along with some other tribes like
Minyong, Bori, Bokar, Pailibo, Ramos, Membas and Khambas. The district is blessed
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with dense vegetation consisting of rich flora and fauna distributed at wide range of climatic
and altitudinal zones. The climate of district can be divided into: Sub-tropical humid climate,
warm temperate humid climate and temperate humid climate. West Siang district has been
divided into six sub-divisions, namely Aalo, Mechuka, Likabali, Basar, Yomcha and
Rumgong (Murtem & Chaudhry 2014). As per 2011 census (Anonymous 2011), there are
twenty-one administrative circles in the district out of which Tirbin, Basar and Aalo circles
were selected as main study sites for present ethnobotanical exploration.

Field Survey

Extensive ethnobotanical survey was conducted in 28 villages of Tirbin, Basar and Aalo
circles of West Siang district during the years 2015 – 2016. The villages are namely Deke,
Dedu-Doke, Degom, Essi-Yordo, Kardo, Kargi, Lama-Doke, Moba-Doke, Ragi-Doke,
Sodo-Doke, Tirbin and Tai in Tirbin circle and Disi, Echi-Chiku, Kamdak, New-Bam,
Nyodu, Nyobom, Old-Bam, Pagi, Regi, Sago, Taba and Tare in Basar circle and Igo-
Kato, Nyorak-Rakte, Pobdi and Pushi-Nyorak in Aalo circle, following the field method
suggested by Jain and Rao (1977). The ethnobotanical survey was carried out by involving
140 households in the 28 villages i.e, 5 households in each village. Prior Informed Consents
(PIC) were taken from the community leaders of respective villages prior to field work.
Local guides and key informants were used to locate and collect the wild plant species of
ethnobotanical significance via direct observation, personal interviews and group discussion
with the villagers. Interviews were conducted in the local language by visiting each household
of the village with assistance of a local language translator and a field guide. Local medicinal
experts, Village chiefs (Head Gao Bura and Anchal Samiti Members) as well as village
elders with age ranging from <35 – 80 years were the key informants involved during the
process of data collection. Key Informants were asked to give the local name, diseases
treated, parts used, cooking or preparation methods and other uses of plants. Routine methods
of botanical collection and herbarium techniques were followed during entire duration of
study. The plant samples were identified using standard literature (Hooker 1875 – 1897;
Kanjilal et al. 1934 – 1940) at the Department of Botany, Rajiv Gandhi University and
confirmed their identity by matching at HAU-RGU and ARUN Herbaria Itanagar. For the
accepted nomenclature and family delimitation www.theplantlist.org was followed extensively.
The voucher specimens were deposited in the Herbarium of Department of Botany, Rajiv
Gandhi University (HAU), Rono Hills, Doimukh for future reference.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Present studies have recorded 77 plant species belonging to 55 genera and 39 families with
huge ethnobotanical significance used by the people of the Galo community of West Siang
District of Arunachal Pradesh. Enumeration of plants with their accepted botanical names,
families, vernacular names in Galo, habit, part use, purpose of use and mode of use are
provided in Table 1. Out of 77 species recorded, 24 are trees, 20 are herbs, 19 are shrubs, 11
are climbers, 2 are lianas and 1 grass species. Furthermore, it was also observed that there
are cross uses of the same plant species for different purposes as food, medicine and some-
time also as cultural materials. Therefore, of the total 77 species recorded, 43 species are
invariably used as food but also serves as local medicine, 37 species are mostly used as
ethno-medicinal agents, 13 species are used as pisicidal agents, 2 species are poisonous
plants, and another 12 species recorded are invariably used for other purposes such as wash-
ing and cleaning, socio-cultural activities, house construction, handicraft, firewood, spiritual
healing, broom and tobacco substitutes. The different uses of species are provided in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Wild plants used for different purposes by the Galo community of Arunachal
Pradesh, India

Traditional knowledge associated with wild edible plants

In the present study, 43 wild edible plant species have been recorded for the first time from
Galo dominated areas like Tirbin, Basar and Aalo circles of West Siang District, which are
commonly used as integral components in traditional Galo dishes. Habit and life form of the
plants used in traditional Galo dishes comprise of 14 trees, 12 herbs, 9 shrubs, 7 climbers and
1 grass. Maximum plant parts used are obtained from trees and herbs, followed by shrubs and
climbers. Majority of the edible fruits are obtained from trees which serve as supplementary
nutrients to the grass-root community who are not frequently access to the commercial vegetable
items of the town, such plants include Choochak (Ardisia solanacea), Kukchoo-Looloo
(Ficus hispida), Jisir, Porok-Titingalo (Garcinia pedunculata), Tage, Takuk (Ficus
semicordata), Acha-Kaya (Melastoma malabathricum), Tair (Litsea cubeba), Sampak
(Dillenia indica) etc. Out of 43 wild edible plant species recorded, majority of the commonly
known species are regularly used as vegetables and also indirectly used as medicinal agents
due to their associated healing properties, e.g. Oyik (Gonostegia hirta)), Acha-Kaya
(Melastoma malabathricum), Taksap (Mussaenda roxburghii), Diba (Dendrocalamus
giganteus), etc. (Table 1). Majority of these wild-edible species have high economical value in
local markets and these are found to serve as supplementary income source in addition to
supplementary nutritional property for the less advantageous section of grass root community.
Joko, Rar, Oin, Oyik, Marsa, Onyer, Taka, Ore, Kope, Nalok, Inggiin-tabi, Nyinyo-
tamo, Oji, Tair, Taksap, Mudori and Jamun are some of the important edible wild plant
species which are commonly sold in the markets by the village women. It was also found that
some particular species such as Bakum (Angiopteris evecta), Joko (Rhynchotechum
ellipticum) and Inggin-tabi (Dioscorea sp.) were the plants used as famine food during the
months of July and August or in case of cereal crop failures in winter months. Bebo (Elettaria
cardamomum) and Nalok (Cinnamomum tamala) are the two spice and condiment plants
found in the study sites which are usually collected from wild by the local people for commercial
purposes.

Ethnopharmacological practices:

A total of 37 ethno-medicinal plant species are recorded with the necessary information
about plants and plant parts used in curing different ailments and are provided in Table 1.  Of
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the total 37 species, 7 species are used in wound healing, 5 species are used as anti-
inflammatory and rest of the species are used in treating various diseases and ailments.
Majority of the species recorded under ethnomedicinal category are shrubs (13) followed by
herbs (11), trees (6) and climbers (5) along with one species each of liana and grass. The
wild collection is only the option left with Galo community since all the species reported are
never brought under cultivation trial to date. It has been observed that most of the wild
medicinal plants are used in treating common diseases and ailments of the localities like
dysentery, diarrhea, gastritis disorder, constipation, menstrual problem, toothache, headache,
stomach ache, fever, typhoid, pneumonia, allergy, urination problem, jaundice, diabetes, eye-
infection, high BP, kidney stone, anti-dandruff, anti-lice in the hair and also for deworming
cattle (bulls and cows). The water exudates from cut stem of Taki-Lakjinn is used to treat
eye-infection. The treatment with liquid exudates from Taki-Lakjinn on eye infection is
continued until full recovery of the patients. The most easily grown species which are widely
used only among the Galos as wound healing and anti-inflammatory agents includes Oyik
(Gonostegia hirta), Taksap (Mussaenda roxburghii) and plants like Keji-Kero (Drymaria
cordata), Umpi-Yamo, Rar (Piper attenuatum) and Inginn (Stemona tuberosa) are normally
used as anti-inflammatory agents.

Pisicidal and poisonous plants: traditional knowledge & applications

Altogether, 13 pisicidal plants and 2 poisonous plants have been recorded during field studies.
Out of 13 pisicidal plants recorded, 7 are trees, 2 species each of shrubs and herbs and one
species each of liana and climber. The traditional knowledge and innovative practices on
pisicidal plants are provided in the Table 1 that shows that trees are the most predominant
ones which includes Acacia sp.), Onyer (Zanthoxylum acanthopodium) and Dika
(Gymnocladus burmanicus). They use various parts of these plants like barks, leaves,
whole plants, seeds, fruits and stems. The herbaceous and shrubby pisicidal plants are pounded
into paste which is then mixed in the water of small rivers or streams, spotted areas ideal for
fishing activity and wait for 10 – 30 minutes until the fishes get poisoned. Other than having
pisicidal activity, these plants also exhibit other ethnobotanical uses, e.g., Ramli (Acacia
pennata) and Dika (Gymnocladus burmanicus) are traditionally used as soap and shampoo.
Similarly, Onyer and Rikom has been traditionally served as vegetable source as well as
stem of Rikom has been used as toothbrush and curing toothache. However, as per the
reports recorded from the reliable informants, the most effective pisicidal agents are Ramli,
Tappa, Muro and Tayir. These plants are known by the local tribal Galo residents for their
exclusive fish-poisoning properties.

Plants used for socio-cultural and other purposes

During field visit, few culturally significant plants like Hika-Sika and Enchi were also
recognized which are invariably used during traditional rituals and socio-cultural festivals of
the Galo society. These two species are considered auspicious and are considered as most
important cultural plants used in the ritual ceremony, community festivals and customary
marriage. According to the local belief prevalent among the Galo tribe, use of these plants in
ritual ceremony symbolizes pious and auspicious which bring about good omen and prosperity
to the newly married couple and the entire community. Enchi (Saurauia nepalensis) is
mostly used in Mopin festival and also during the traditional rituals perform at individual
household level. Tako (Pandanus sp.), Tabh (Calamus leptospadix), Ta-ek (Livistona
jenkinsiana) and Diba (Dendrocalamus giganteus) are some economically important plants
used in making traditional handicrafts and for house construction. Tako leaves are used in
making local carpets, mats, baskets used for long storage of grains in the storehouse and
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fans. Split stems of Tabh are used as ropes for tying post and walls of the traditional houses
and bridges and also used in making traditional handicraft items such as baskets for carrying
and storage of grains and vegetables (Igin) and for carrying firewood (Ebar) and household
containers of different shapes and sizes such as winnowing pan (Oph), mats used for drying
grains (Peche) and bowl like small baskets for storing vegetables (Chooka). Ripened fruits
of Ta-ek are eaten raw as chutney and also dried petioles are used as firewood sources.
Buku surbu (Begonia aborensis), Ramli (Acacia pennata) and Dika (Gymnocladus
burmanicus) are the three species used in cleansing and washing purposes. The finely
grinded raw leaves of Ramli is used as detergent since its fine soapy bubbles is good for
washing clothes. The matured pod of Dika is used as shampoo for cleaning dandruff as well
as for curing lice in the hair. Royek (Molineria capitulata), Penlo (Callicarpa arborea)
and Tale (Wallichia oblongifolia) are the three important species having different uses.
The Galo community has a peculiar belief associated with Royek. As per their local customs
and belief, this plant has a spiritual healing power which is particularly effective against
abdominal pain. The tender stem of Penlo is used as toothbrush which also serves as the
substitutes for tobacco and betel nut (Areca catechu). Tale is a rare species found along
rocky slope in the forest, however villagers occasionally collect its leaves for making brooms.
Literature corroboration revealed that majority of cultural plants used by the Galo community
shares similar mythological and conservation practices with their closest neighboring tribes
of same Abotani descendent namely the Nyishi and Adi (Srivastava 2009; Tag et al. 2005).

CONCLUSION

The study concluded that the Galo community in the West Siang district of Arunachal Pradesh
is rich in terms of local culture and ethnobotanical knowledge bases. However, there are
unexplored plant resources in the region which could be utilized to improve the rural economy.
The plants used by the Galo are deeply rooted in their local culture and belief systems which
need attention with priority for effective conservation and sustainable utilization. Majority of
the wild edible vegetables reported have food, cultural and medicinal values. However, these
plants are currently collected from the wild sources which could affect their natural population
in long run if population of local residents will increase over the next decades or centuries. In
the absence of modern healthcare facilities in the rural localities these traditional food and
medicinal plants are only the sources which are used by local community as functional and
nutraceutical agents to alleviate pain and sufferings inflicted through different diseases. The
poisonous plants which are used in traditional fishing activity could be a source of future
novel drug discovery from the least known botanical sources and associated traditional
knowledge available with the Galo community. The ritual and other cultural plants used by
the local residents have deep rooted cultural and mythological connotations which serves as
basis for conservation ethics among the Galo to regulate their plant resources in traditional
ecological landscape. Further studies focused on cultural, medicinal and commercial aspects
of Galo ethnobotanical heritage are required to unveil valuable bioresource associated with
the cultural knowledge heritage of the community.

Acknowledgements

The authors are thankful to the local healers and cultural knowledge holders of the Galo
residents of West Siang district of Arunachal Pradesh for sharing with us valuable lessons on
wild plant diversity and associated traditional knowledge and innovative practices. The authors
are also thankful to UGC, New Delhi through CPEB-II program for partial funding during
field work.

Omem Ratan et al. 259



LITERATURE CITED

Angami, A; Gajural, P.R; Rethy, P.; Singh, B. & Kalita, S.K. 2006. Status and potential of
wild edible plants of Arunachal Pradesh. Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 5(4): 541 – 550.

Anonymous, 2011. Statistical abstract of Arunachal Pradesh. Publication of Directorate
of Economics and Statistics, Govt. of Arunachal Pradesh, Itanagar. Pp. 2 – 75.

Anonymous, 2008. Forest statistics of Arunachal Pradesh. Publication of Principal Chief
Conservator of Forest, Department of Environment and Forest, Government of
Arunachal Pradesh, Itanagar. Pp. 3 – 28.

Bora, S.S; Lahan, J.P; Borooah, M. & Sarmah, R. 2012. Poka- a traditional rice wine of the
Galo Tribe of Arunachal Pradesh, India. Intn. J. Agri. Sci. 4(6): 268 – 271.

Das, A.K. & Tag, H. 2006. Ethnomedicinal studies of the Khamti tribe of Arunachal Pradesh.
Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 5(3): 317 – 322.

Goswami, P; Sokhi, D.; Jaishi, A.; Das, M. & Sarma, H.N. 2009. Traditional healthcare
practices among the Tagin tribe of Arunachal Pradesh. Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 8(1):
127 – 130.

Hooker, J.D. 1872. The Flora of British India, Vols.1-7, L. Reeve & Co., London.

Jain, S.K. & Rao, R.R. 1977. A Handbook of Field and Herbarium Methods. Today and
Tomorrow’s printers Publications, New Delhi.

Kar, A. 2004. Common wild vegetable of Arunachal Pradesh. Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 3(3):
305 – 313.

Mao, A.A.; Hynniewta, T.M. & Sanjappa, M. 2009. Plant wealth of North-East India with
reference to Ethnobotany. Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 8(1): 96 – 103.

Mittermeier, R.A.; Gils, P.R.; Hoffman, M.; Pilgrim, J.; Brooks, T.; Mittermeier, C.G.;
Lamoreaux, J. & da Fonseca, G.A.B. 2004. Hotspots revisited. Earth’s biologically
richest and most endangered terrestrial ecoregions. CEMEX. USA

Murtem, G. & Chaudhry, P. 2014. Sacred grooves of Arunachal Pradesh: traditional way of
biodiversity conservation in Eastern Himalaya of India. Journal of Biodiversity
Management & Forestry 3:2.doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.4172/2327-4417.1000125.

Myers, N.; Mittermier, R.A.; Mittermier, C. G.; da Fonseca, G.A.B. & Kent, J. 2000.
Biodiversity hotspots for conservation priorities. Nature. 40: 853 – 858.

Namsa, N.D.; Mandal, M.; Tangjang, S. & Mandal, S.C. 2011.  Ethnobotany of the Monpa
Ethnic Group at Arunachal Pradesh, India. Journal of Ethnobiology and
Ethnomedicine 7: 31. PMCID: PMC3206407.

Rethy, P.; Singh, B.; Kagyung, R. & Gajurel, P.R. 2010. Ethno-botanical studies of Dehang-
Debang Biosphere Reserve of Arunachal Pradesh with special reference to Memba
Tribe. Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 9(1): 61 – 67.

Srivastava, R.C. & Adi Community. 2010. Traditional knowledge of Adi tribe of Arunachal
Pradesh on plants. Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 8(2): 146 – 153.

Tag, H; Das A.K. & Kalita, P. 2005. Plants used by the Hill Miri tribe of Arunachal Pradesh
in ethnofisheries. Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 4(1): 57 – 64.

Tag, H. & Das, A.K. 2004. Ethno-botanical notes on Hill Miri tribes of Arunachal Pradesh.
Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 3(1): 80-85.

260 Ethnobotany of Galo tribe



Tarak, D; Koyu, R.; Samal, P.K. & Singh, S.P. 2009. Wild vegetable plants used by Galo
tribe of West Siang District Arunachal Pradesh (India). Bull. Arun. For. Res. 25 (1-
2): 34 – 36.

Tsering, J, & Tag, H. 2015. High altitude ethnomedicinal plants of Western Arunachal
Himalayan Landscape. Pleione. 9 (1) 18 – 25.

www.theplantlist.org

Yumnam, J.Y. & Tripathi, O.P. 2013. Plant use in fishing and hunting byAdi Tribe of Arunachal
Pradesh. Indian J. Trad. Knowl. 12(1): 157 – 161.

Omem Ratan et al. 261


