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Abstract: Deficiencies in key vitamins and minerals are placed among the major public health problems. In Ethiopia, children
aged 659 months are dramatically affected by vitamin A deficiency and iron deficiency anemia, which accounts 61% and 54%,
respectively. Nationally, the prevalence of anemia among children under two years was 56%. The objective of this review was to
document current information regarding dietary contribution of wild edible food biodiversity to food security and micronutrient
status of children in Ethiopia. Magnitude of under nutrition, low dietary diversity and food insecurity in Ethiopia is very high in
rural communities where livelihood depends on backward farming system. The nutritional consequences of food insecurity
experience include under nutrition depending on a broad range of contextual, economic and socio cultural factors. Although,
Ethiopia is among the regions producing adequate wild edible food biodiversity in the Africa, it is reported that there is high
prevalence rate of micronutrient deficiencies compared to prevalence in less productive regions of Africa. Therefore, all
responsible bodies should be intensified and incorporated to reduce food insecurity and micronutrient deficiencies through
nutrition education intervention. In the future, researchers should also conduct the nutritional composition, phytochemicals and
antioxidants of each wild edible food biodiversity in Ethiopia.
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In Ethiopia, magnitude of under nutrition, low dietary
diversity and food insecurity is very high in rural areas where
livelihood depends on backward farming system [26]. The
nutritional consequences of food insecurity experience
include under nutrition depending on a broad range of
contextual, economic and socio cultural factors [14].
According to a study done in Tigray region, Ethiopia, the
prevalence of stunting, underweight and wasting in food
insecure households was high and 52.1%, 20.5% and 12.6%,
respectively [18].

Although Ethiopia is among the regions producing
adequate wild edible food biodiversity in the Africa, it is
reported that there is high prevalence rate of micronutrient
deficiencies compared to prevalence in less productive
regions of Africa [16].

Global food security and economic growth now depends on
a declining number of plant species. In human history,
40-100,000 plant species have been regularly used for food,

1. Introduction

Deficiencies in key vitamins and minerals are placed among
the major public health problems. In Ethiopia, children are
dramatically affected by vitamin A deficiency and iron
deficiency anemia, affecting around 61% and 54%,
respectively [4]. Nationally, the prevalence of anemia among
children under two years was 56% [5].

The burden of food insecurity and malnutrition remains a
global challenge [15], 2010), especially in sub-Saharan Africa,
where the number of hungry and undernourished people has
increased between 2014 and 2016 [11]. Despite the overall
progress to reduce global food insecurity and chronic
undernourishment, Sub Saharan Africa remains the most
food-insecure region in the world with close to 223 million
people undernourished [11]. The limited decline in under
nutrition rates being linked to low levels of household food
security.
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fibers, shelter, industrial, cultural and medicinal purposes [28].

However, only a small number of plants are widely used and
the remaining plant diversity is underutilized.

The diversity of species used in agricultural and livelihood
systems is essential for human nutrition and sustainable food
systems [25]. Agricultural biodiversity contributes to farm
resilience, particularly in the face of shocks such as climate
change, disease outbreaks, and market price fluctuations [34].
Wild food diversity, obtained in or around agricultural fields
or extracted from forests and other natural landscapes, is an
additional source of resilience in the food system, in particular
during the lean season [25].

A study done in southern Ethiopia [13] showed that wild
edibles constituted good amounts of nutrients essential in
human diet i.e. green leafy vegetables gave 1.5-5.8% ether
extractives and total mineral composition of 12.5%-25.6%; Ca
being highest (1100 - 3419 mg %) and Fe, Mg, Mn and Zn
ranged from 11.7-23.14, 175-2049, 3.4-9.9 and 1.2-3.3 mg%,
respectively.

Underutilized plants contribute immensely to family food
security and serve as means of survival during times of
drought, famine, shocks and risks [3]. They can also
supplement nutritional requirements due to their better
nutritional value [17]. Many neglected and underutilized
species are nutritionally rich and adapted to low input
agriculture. The erosion of these species can have immediate
consequences on the nutritional status and food security of the
poor [25].

Therefore, this review was designed to document current
information about the dietary contribution of wild edible food
biodiversity to food security and micronutrients of children in
Ethiopia.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Food Insecurity

Globally, about 842 million people were incapable of
getting their dietary energy requirements. Out of these 842
million, the vast majority of hungry people (98.2%) live in
developing regions [11]. This shows that around one in eight
people in the world are likely to have suffered from chronic
hunger, not having enough food for an active and healthy
life.

In terms of food security, Ethiopia is one of the seven
African countries that constitute half of the food insecure
population in Sub-Saharan Africa [30]. About 10% of
Ethiopia’s citizens are chronically food insecure and 2.7
million people required emergency food assistance in 2014
and 238,761 children required treatment for severe and acute
malnutrition in 2014 [9].

According to a study done in West Gojjam, Ethiopia, food
insecurity was significantly associated with wasting [22, 2]; it
also reported that the prevalence of being stunted or
underweight were significantly higher for children in food
insecure households of Bangladesh, Ethiopia and Vietnam.
The Malaysian study has also revealed that the prevalence of

stunting, underweight and wasting in the food insecure
households was 54.7%, 53.8% and 27.0% respectively [22].

In Ethiopia, 44% of children were stunted, 10% wasted and
33% of the children were underweight [4]. The survey further
shows that the prevalence of children stunted, underweight
and wasted was reduced to 40%, 9% and 25%, respectively [5].
However, the prevalence of malnutrition among different
regions of Ethiopia is varied. For example, in Tigray, Afar and
Oromia regions, the prevalence of children stunted was
44.4%, 49.2% and 37.5%, respectively while underweight
was 30.1%, 45.6% and 27.9%, respectively in these regions
of Ethiopia [5].

2.2. Dietary Diversity

All people need a variety of foods to meet requirements for
essential nutrients. Consumption of adequate foods
contributes to improved growth, health and development of
young children [32]. However, lack of dietary diversity is a
problem at any age, but it is particularly critical for infants
and young children during the complementary feeding period
[30]. Besides, nutritionists have long recognized children
dietary diversity as a key element of high quality diet and
increasing the variety of foods consumed by most dietary
guidelines [32]. As dietary diversity is improved, it ultimately
increases the energy and nutrients intake and thus, is
significantly associated with weight-for-age, length-for-age
and weight-for length [6].

Emphasizing dietary diversity especially in developing
countries is particularly important for micronutrient status and
nutrient adequacy. However, it was shown to be strongly
dependent on household's socioeconomic status [2]. Families
with greater incomes tend to have diets that are more diverse
and their children grow better for a number of reasons [8].

According to a study done in Sri Lanka, the main food
groups (staple foods) consumed by children in a household
were cereals, roots and tuber products while animal source
foods and dairy products were generally less consumed [19].
Consequently, chronic under nutrition is very high among
children who ate monotonous, undiversified diets [16].

2.3. Micronutrient Deficiencies

Dietary micronutrient deficiencies are the most prevalent
nutritional deficiencies causing serious developmental
problems in the world and it is an important outcome indicator
of poor nutrition and health [33]. It significantly associated
with low birth weight, sex, age, residence, infectious disease,
under nutrition, poor wealth status and household food
insecurity [2]. Globally, in 2011, nearly one in four children
under-five years of age (165 million or 26% were stunted, 101
million or 16% underweight and 52 million children under
five were moderately or severely wasted [30].

Iron, vitamin A, zinc, and iodine are important
micronutrients for growth, development, and survival of
children, making them important micronutrients in global
public health terms [32]. Both iron deficiency anemia as well
as iodine deficiency disorders are known to adversely affect
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cognitive development in children which may result in lower
educational achievements and hence impact economic
development negatively. Both vitamin A and zinc deficiencies
increase the risk of mortality in children as they are
particularly vulnerable to micronutrient deficiencies due to
relatively high requirements of micronutrients for growth and
development.

2.4. Wild Edible Food & Their Importance

A study done by [20] described the nutrition and
antinutritional value of 23 unconventional wild edible plants.
These plants were analyzed for proximate and mineral
composition, starch, vitamins, in-vitro protein digestibility,
in-vitro starch digestibility and certain antinutritional factors.
The tubers of Kedrostis foetidissima and stem of Caralluma
pauciflora contain higher contents of crude protein [23].
Another study done by [7] reported that 41 neglected and
underutilized crop species among which 19 species were
identified as of priority base on 10 criteria among which
included their extent and degree of consumption. Another
study done in Nigeria [1] studied sixty underutilized
flowering plant species as vegetable from the field. In
addition, [24] investigated uses of neglected and
underutilized plant species in Nigeria. Moreover, In Ethiopia
[27] recorded 33 underutilized wild edible plants in the
Chilga district, northwestern Ethiopia. Of the recorded plants,
76% of fruits were the most frequently used plant parts.

Another study done eclsewhere also showed that
underutilized food legume species were analyzed for
proximate composition, mineral profiles, vitamins, fattyacid
profiles, amino acid profiles of seeds, protein digestibility
and anti-nutritional factors. The crude protein ranged from
14.28 - 19.40%, crude lipid 3.28 - 4. 41%, total dietary fiber
6.39 - 8.44%, ash 2.80 - 3.50% and carbohydrate
60.29-72.51% [21].

According to a study done by [20], the relative importance
of 49 underutilized plant species by using relative importance
technique and they divided plant species in to six categories
based on consumption. Another study also investigated the
proximate composition, mineral profile, vitamins, protein
fractions, fatty acid profiles and amino acid profiles of total
seed protein, in vitro protein digestibility and ant-nutritional
potential of legume Mucuna [29].

3. Conclusion

In Ethiopia, magnitude of under nutrition, micronutrient
deficiencies and food insecurity are very high. The nutritional
consequences of food insecurity experience include under
nutrition depending on a broad range of contextual, economic
and socio cultural factors. The diversity of species used in
agricultural and livelihood systems is essential for human
nutrition and sustainable food systems. Underutilized plants
contribute immensely to family food security and serve as
means of survival during times of drought, famine, shocks and
risks. Therefore, a nutrition education intervention through
behavioral chance communication (BCC) should be provided

to ensure knowledge and perceptions of communities to
consume wild edible foods and diversify their diet to
overcome food insecurity and micronutrient problems.
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