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Tribal communities play a crucial role in safeguarding India's genetic resources. They mostly live in forest areas, hills 

and islands. Tuber crops are cultivated by tribes and are used as food and for medicinal needs. The conventional food 

systems of indigenous tribes are treasures of knowledge passed on to generations. India is adorned with diversified variety 

of edible plants which supports the food basket of the tribes and help alleviate food scarcity. The major tuber crops 

cultivated in tribal areas are cassava, sweet potato, elephant foot yam, yams, taro and also minor tubers like Chinese potato, 

arrowroot etc. Tribes rely heavily on tubers as it provides cheap source of carbohydrate and energy in addition to fibre, 

calcium, iron, and vitamins. Tuber crops have antioxidant, hypoglycemic, hypocholesterolemic, antimicrobial and 

immunomodulatory effects. Tubers are effective against dysentery, diarrhoea, piles, wounds, injuries, and other stomach 

related issues. This review article gives a comprehensive overview of how different tribal communities across India utilize 

these tuber crops in their daily lives, highlighting their significance beyond basic nourishment.  
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In India, the tribal communities inhabit deep forest 

and hilly regions and they are mostly self reliant, 

rarely relying on the outside world. Tribes in India 

were more extensively documented and recognized 

during the period of British colonial expansion into 

the country's diverse geographical regions1. 

Historically, tribes occupy in and around the forest 

and were highly depended on them for primary source 

of income and food. The ecosystem around them 

influenced their collective value systems, creativity, 

belief and social system. The tribes live in isolation 

and possess their own way of living, tradition and 

culture2. Their health management was through 

traditional healing practices, and taboos with 

medicinal plants as sources of medicine. They have 

typical houses, food habits, resource utilization 

pattern, coping mechanism and socialization 

processes. The ecosystem in which they are living 

provides them a sense of identity, unity and sense of 

resistance. In the process of growth, they became 

vulnerable in various frontiers.  

Agriculture is their main stay and they cultivate the 
crops conventionally giving low yields, with subject 
to vagaries of weather. The tribals have unique 
societal culture and traditions and with natural food 
systems3. The traditional food systems of indigenous 
communities embody a rich repository of knowledge 
that has been transmitted across generations4. 
Traditional foods possess more essential nutrients 
than other foods5. Traditional use of medicinal plants 
is the highest known in any country among other 
existing flora6. The World Health Organisation, 
reports that around 80% of the global population uses 
conventional medicine to treat illnesses7. 

India has a greater number of wild edible plants 

and many of them are consumed locally by the tribes. 

Roots and tubers were associated to human evolution 

and very much linked to human survival, existence, 

and socio-economic history8. Tuber crops form one 

among the major foods of the tribals. Wild edible 

tuber species are eaten by tribes during food scarcity.  

India possesses substantial genetic resources of 

tropical tuber crops and holds genetic diversity 

particularly aroids, yams and other minor tuber 

crops9. Edible tubers enrich the diet of the people 
—————— 
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besides medicinal properties10. Root and tuber crops 

are cultivated extensively across several states of 

India. In tribal regions, the predominant crops 

comprise cassava, sweet potato, taro, yams, and 

elephant foot yam, along with lesser-known tubers 

such as Chinese potato, arrowroot etc. 

Minor tubers are used to treat piles, diarrhoea, 

vomiting, rheumatism, headache, epilepsy, leprosy, 

ulcers, jaundice and dysentery. It can also be used as 

laxative, galactogogue, stimulants, tonics, 

carminatives, and expectorants. Root decoction of 

Ipomoea carnea is known to lower blood pressure. In 

Kerala and most of the states, the planting season for 

tuber crops traditionally begins around the time of the 

Sivarathri festival, which is observed during 

February–March11.  

 

Materials and Methods 

To compile the review, a narrative synthesis 

approach was used to examine the traditional 

knowledge and use of tropical roots and tubers by 

indigenous tribes of India. The methodology was 

designed to ensure a comprehensive and systematic 

assessment of the available literature. Relevant 

literature was identified through searches conducted 

in major electronic databases. Additional sources 

were retrieved from institutional repositories, 

conference proceedings, and other publications. The 

search covered the period from 1911 to 2022 but still 

earlier seminal works were also included. The key 

words used were tuber crops, traditional knowledge, 

indigenous knowledge, medicine, food, and tribes. 

Boolean operators (AND/OR) and truncation were 

applied to refine the search. Studies were included 

based on their focus on traditional knowledge systems 

concerning the utilization of tuber crops, the provision 

of empirical, ethnographic, or documented evidence, 

and their relevance to social systems across diverse 

regions. The preliminary search identified nearly 140 

records. Following relevance screening, 120 articles 

were selected for detailed full-text assessment. After 

applying the inclusion criteria, a total of 77 

publications were incorporated into the review. 

Information from the selected studies was 

systematically compiled into a data matrix containing 

details such as authorship, publication year, study 

location, crop type, indigenous practices examined, 

research methodology, and major findings. Priority 

was given to peer-reviewed studies and well-

documented ethnographic works.  

Results and Discussion 
 

Tribal communities in India 

Tribal communities are predominantly associated 

with forests, hilly terrains, and other remote regions, 

where they maintain distinct lifestyles along with 

unique cultural and religious practices. Historically, 

tribal societies relied primarily on hunting and 

gathering for their subsistence. However, increasing 

population pressure and competition for natural 

resources have led to a gradual transition towards 

settled agriculture as a source of livelihood12. 

Traditionally, tribal economies have been based on 

hunting, gathering, and fishing activities, either 

independently or in combination with shifting 

cultivation practices13. Further, tribal communities 

being small groups have traditional values, with 

limited societal relationships14. Tribal societies are 

compact and self-sufficient. The tribe consists of a 

group who occupy a territory who has similar culture 

and common interest15. The tribe is defined as ‘a 

social group with territorial relationship, endogamous 

practices, governed by tribal leaders connected by 

language or dialect, maintaining social distance from 

other tribes, and adhering to tribal traditions, beliefs 

and customs16.  

As per 2011 Census, the population of Scheduled 

Tribe in India was 10.45 crore, 8.6 % of the total 

population of the country and 11.3% of the population 

in rural area. Of this, 5.25 crore were male and  

5.20 crore were female. The growth rate among 

female STs was 25%, compared to 23% for males17. 

More specifically, India has a tribal population of 

approximately 67.6 million, with women accounting 

for nearly half of this population18. India, one of the 

biggest low-middle income country, having 8.6% of 

tribal population19 and India has the second largest 

tribal population in the world. Although tribal 

communities constitute a relatively small proportion 

of India's population, they possess considerable 

cultural importance and contribute significantly to the 

country's social and cultural diversity20. According to 

the 2011 Census, the literacy rate among Scheduled 

Tribes (STs) was 59 per cent, which was substantially 

lower than the national average literacy rate of 73%21. 

Using secondary data sources, educational institutions 

and hospitals are yet inaccessible to the tribes22. The 

challenges faced by the tribal population are low-

income levels, illiteracy, unemployment, and the 

persistence of traditional cultivation practices. 

Limited access to education, inadequate healthcare, 
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high infant mortality rates, low participation in wage 

employment, insufficient opportunities for self-

employment, and weak organizational and leadership 

capacities are the major factors constraining the 

economic empowerment of tribal women23. 

Furthermore, a substantial proportion of agricultural 

labourers in India belong to Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes24. Tuber crops such as yams, taro, 

and sweet potato constitute an important component 

of the daily diet of tribes including the Khanda of 

Odisha, the Kadar and Mudhuvars of Tamil Nadu, 

and the Mannan and Muthuvas of Kerala.  
 

Use of tuber crops by tribal farmers across different regions 

of India 
 

Southern region 

Cassava serves as an important dietary staple for 

many tribal communities in Tamil Nadu. Two  

distinct varieties of cassava are traditionally 

recognized, namely Mullu Valli kizhangu and  

Vethala Valli kizhangu. Cassava is valued not only as 

a food source but also for its various medicinal and 

therapeutic properties. These roots have formed an 

integral component of the traditional food system of 

the Paliyar community for many generations. Cassava 

is used traditionally to treat fatigue, dehydration with 

diarrhoea, sepsis, and to induce labour. The leaves 

and roots of cassava are commonly consumed as part 

of the diet. Malayali is one of the 36 scheduled tribes 

of Tamil Nadu constituting around 54% of the total 

tribal population in Kolli hills. In this region, cassava 

is a popular cash crop that constitutes 70% of crop 

production with over 11,129 ha area under 

cultivation25. Cassava was traditionally found as wild 

plant in forests or cultivated in homesteads in the 

Kolli Hills before becoming a cash crop during 

1990s26.  

The tubers of Amorphophallus paeoniifolius 

(Dennst.) Nicolson, commonly referred to as Karunai 

kizhangu or Senai kizhangu, is employed in traditional 

healthcare practices in the Kolli Hills for managing 

respiratory ailments such as bronchitis and asthma. 

Amorphophallus campanulatus Blume (Kattu 

karunai) is employed for managing tumours and 

promoting postnatal recovery in women. In 

indigenous medicinal practices, Amorphophallus 

sylvaticus Kunth (Sepang kizhangu) is employed to 

alleviate cough and address conditions associated 

with sexual debility. Dioscorea oppositifolia L. 

Malaiyan kizhangu (or) pavalakodi, the tubers are 

powdered, and mixed with milk and it is given for 

itching. Decoctions prepared from the tubers of 

Dioscorea esculenta Burk. (Mulli kizhangu or 

Siruvalli kizhangu) are traditionally used for the 

treatment of urinary retention. Dioscorea alata L. 

(Rasavalli kizhangu) is widely utilized as a food crop, 

with its tubers commonly prepared as sabji and 

consumed for their traditional laxative and vermifuge 

effects. The powdered rhizome of Drynaria 

quercifolia (L.) J. Smith (Attukal kizhangu) is also 

employed in traditional medicine as an anthelmintic 

remedy27. 

Unexploited medicinal and edible tubers from 42 

tribal settlements in the Pechiparai social forest  

in Kanyakumari, Tamil Nadu are reported28 and 

documented the traditional knowledge of medicinal 

tuber crops of those tribes29. Several bioactive 

constituents have been identified in cassava  

roots, including cyanogenic glucosides (linamarin 

 and lotaustralin), non-cyanogenic glucosides, 

hydroxycoumarins such as scopoletin, terpenoids, and 

flavonoids, highlighting the crop's potential 

nutritional and medicinal value30.  

The Malabar region of Kerala is recognized for its 

rich diversity of yams and taro, which are maintained 

in family farming systems and occur in wild or semi-

wild habitats. These crops play a crucial role in 

ensuring nutritional security to tribal populations as 

emergency food resources during seasonal and acute 

food shortages31. Yams and taros are still the staple 

foods for marginalised communities. A study was 

conducted to document the distribution of wild tuber 

crop species and the conservation practices adopted 

by the Kattunaikka tribe, one of the predominant 

indigenous communities inhabiting the Western 

Ghats31. The Wayanad district of Kerala harbours 

approximately 21 species of Dioscorea, underscoring 

its rich yam diversity. Species such as D. hamiltonii, 

D. belophylla, D. oppositifolia, and D. pentaphylla 

var. pentaphylla are widely consumed as food. In 

addition to their dietary importance, these yams serve 

as valuable medicinal resources for tribal 

communities such as the Kadar, Paniyar, 

Kattunaickar, and Malapandaram, highlighting their 

role in sustaining indigenous food systems and 

traditional healthcare practices. 

The Cholanaickan tribes of Nilambur valley and 

Kattunaickan of Wayanad rely on root tubers and 

green leaves in their diet. The Kurumbar of Attappady 

also gathers tubers for food. Mostly the tribes use 

tubers to manage the lean periods and use them in 
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therapeutic recipes. Tubers used by the Cholanaickan, 

namely Mothhakka and Koyanna require peeling, 

chopping and immersion in running water for at least 

12 hours. The non fibrous tubers such as Pathivenni, 

Solavenni, Koyana and Errani are preferred over 

fibrous ones like Noorai, Kavala. All tubers except 

Solavenni are considered ‘cold food’. Solavenni is 

valued as equivalent to meat. The Malvettuvan tribe 

of Kasaragod district uses tubers like Ketha kizhangu, 

Perimuthala, Narakizhangu, Chembravally for 

treating certain diseases. The Uttara Kannada and 

Mysore in Karnataka represent significant hotspots of 

tuber crops diversity, possessing a wealth of 

cultivated varieties and wild relatives32. 

Tuber growers reported that colocasia is good for 

maintaining blood pressure, whereas Chinese potato 

helps in digestion at the time of pregnancy. Arrowroot 

is considered useful for alleviating fever, dysentery, 

and fatigue, whereas Bili Suli Gedde is believed to 

help prevent leucorrhoea in women. Elephant foot 

yam is also widely recognized for its role in the 

traditional treatment of haemorrhoids32. Dioscorea are 

consumed maximum either as raw or after cooking, 

roasting or frying. It was also observed that both 

cultivated and wild tubers form alternative staple 

foods for their lives9. 

Joida taluk of Uttara Kannada is a home for the 

‘Kunbi’ tribes and the tuber crops being the 

livelihood. For welcoming guests, they offer boiled 

greater yam33. The tribes Kanikkar use a lot of wild 

yams for consumption as that of the Kunbi tribes in 

Karnataka34. Boiling the tubers was reported to reduce 

the acridity and anti-nutrients present in the tuber35. 

The minor tubers are used for curing many 

ailments like hypertension, diabetes, paralysis, fever, 

piles, cough, etc. The tubers Pirashi, Chinese potato 

and arrowroot were perceived to relieve weakness and 

give strength, probably due to high carbohydrate. 

Studies carried out across the globe have also 

indicated similar findings36. 

Andhra Pradesh is nestled to 33 tribal communities. 
In the Alluri Sitaram Raju district, tribes generally 
consume boiled tubers of Alocasia fornicata. 
Amorphophalus paeoniifolius (Dennst.) Nicolson is 
eaten as curry; Colocasia esculenta (L.) Schott. & 
Endl. is used as leafy vegetable. Boiled tubers of 
Dioscorea bulbifera L., Dioscorea oppositifolia L., 
Dioscorea pentaphylla L., Dioscorea tomentosa 
Spreng. are also eaten. Tubers of certain species are 
cooked and eaten as curries and also used as a 

substitute for rice during food scarcity. Species like 
Dioscorea bulbifera, Dioscorea oppositifolia, 
Dioscorea pentaphylla, Dioscorea tomentosa and 
Tacca lentopetaloides are nutritionally valuable and 
widely used as food37. 
 

Central region 

Madhya Pradesh is renowned for its rich diversity 

and its long-standing tradition of utilizing plant-based 

products for healthcare and therapeutic purposes. 

Hoshangabad district is predominantly inhabited by 

the Korku and Gond tribes38. The vernacular name of 

Alocasia indica (Roxb.) is mana which is used by the 

tribes for treating inflammation and arthritis. The 

tuber is crushed into a smooth preparation and placed 

over the affected body part overnight for a period of 

five to six days. Amorphophallus bulbifera (Roxb.), 

with its local name Van Makka, is used for wound 

treatment. Amorphophallus companulatus Blume with 

the local name Gimmi Kand is used to treat piles. 

Traditional healers utilize Curcuma decipiens Dalzell 

(Jangli Haldi) for addressing skin-related ailments. 

The remedy involves the topical application of a 

mixture prepared from a small amount of turmeric 

powder and kala jeera. Curcuma angustifolia Roxb. 

(Tikhur) is used for treatment of jaundice. Curculigo 

orchioides Gaertn with the local name Kali musli is 

used for diarrhoea. Dioscorea alata L. (Bhainsdhate) 

is used for treating fungal skin diseases. Dioscorea 

esculenta (Lour.) (Pindi Pindalu) is believed to 

promote weight gain. Dioscorea pentaphylla L. 

(Bhusa Kand)39 is used to treat skin diseases. The 

medicinal uses of these plants by the Korku and Gond 

tribes have been verified from Indian Ayurvedic 

literatures40-42.  
Dioscorea bulbifera has long been recognized in 

traditional Indian healthcare practices for the 
management of several ailments, including diarrhoea, 
dysentery, scrofula (struma), throat disorders, and 
tuberculosis43. Tribal communities inhabiting the 
Satpuda Hills also employ this species as a remedy for 
intestinal worm infestations44. Among the Bhoxa 
people of Dehradun in Uttarakhand, the tubers are 
consumed orally to alleviate diarrhoeal and dysenteric 
conditions. A preparation made from roasted and 
mashed tubers mixed with salt is traditionally 
administered to relieve cough. Furthermore, crushed 
twigs and young shoots are applied to the scalp as a 
treatment for dandruff45. The leaves are utilized in 
indigenous medicine for managing various skin 
ailments, while consumption of raw tubers is believed 
to stimulate appetite and improve food intake46. 
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Eastern region 

The tribal farming systems of Chhattisgarh, 

Jharkhand, and Odisha prominently feature root and 

tuber crops such as sweet potato, cassava, taro, yams, 

and elephant foot yam47. Dioscorea species available 

to the tribes have nutritive and antioxidant content  

not only enrich their diet but also make them 

ethnomedicinally important48,49. The Mankirdia tribe 

traditionally harvests the tubers of Dioscorea 

bulbifera L. and Dioscorea pentaphylla L. for use  

in managing skin ailments, relieving abdominal 

discomfort, and regulating fertility50. Koraput  

region of Odisha, is an important centre of biological 

diversity51. Tacca leontopetaloides, Alocasia 

macrorrhizos, Amorphophallus campanulatus, 

Amorphophallus paeoniifolius, and Dioscorea glabra, 

serve dual roles as food sources and medicinal 

resources. Boiled cassava tubers are consumed to 

alleviate digestive disorders such as indigestion. The 

juice extracted from arrowroot is employed in the 

treatment of indigestion, diarrhoea, and dysentery. A 

paste prepared from Ipomoea mauritiana is applied 

externally to manage skin problems and as a 

traditional remedy for snakebite. Likewise, the tubers 

of Ipomoea paniculata are utilized to promote 

lactation and improve digestion. 
In traditional healthcare systems, Dioscorea 

tomentosa J. Koenig. ex Spreng., (Targai Kanda), is 
valued for its boiled tubers, which are consumed as a 
restorative tonic to enhance physical strength. The 
tubers of Dioscorea wallichii Hook. f. (Cherenga 
Kanda) is traditionally administered for alleviating 
stomach ailments. In the case of Amorphophallus 
campanulatus Olua, a paste prepared from the tuber is 
applied externally as a remedy for piles. The tuber 
paste of Dioscorea oppositifolia L. (Pit Kanda) is 
used topically to manage swelling, joint discomfort, 
rheumatic conditions, and envenomation caused by 
snake or scorpion bites. Tribal communities also 
consume several Dioscorea species as dietary 
supplements. The stem juice of Alocasia macrorrhiza 
(L.) Donn is believed to relieve scorpion and nettle 
stings. The rhizome of Alocasia indica (Roxb) Schott 
act as mild laxative and diuretic52. 

Dioscorea species have long been valued in 

traditional healthcare systems and are also recognized 

as important sources of steroidal precursor 

compounds
53

. The medicinal use of Dioscorea species 

dates back to around 2000 BC54. Studies have further 

shown that the tubers of Dioscorea bulbifera L. can 

be processed to improve their palatability and have 

traditionally served as an emergency food resource 

during periods of adverse climatic conditions and 

food scarcity55. Amorphophallus dubious Blume,  

A. sylvaticus and A. paeoniifolius are used in the 

treatment of piles, diarrhoea, rheumatism, and other 

ailments. Coleus forskohlii (Wild.) Briq,  

C. amboinicus Lour are used as cardio tonic, remedy 

for metastatic conditions, thrombosis and urinary 

diseases etc.  
 

North Eastern region 

In the northeastern states, tuber crops are widely 

cultivated and consumed by tribal communities, who 

mainly grow traditional varieties56. Tribal women 

belonging to the Pnar of Jaintiya Hills, the Garo of 

Meghalaya, and the Naga of Nagaland prepare a 

diverse range of ethnic foods using tubers, leaves, and 

other edible plant parts57. Taro powder is traditionally 

used for joint pain, while elephant foot yam powder is 

commonly employed for piles and gastrointestinal 

disorders. Several Dioscorea species occurring in the 

Garo Hills of Meghalaya form an important part of 

the local diet. Tender leaves of tuber crops are also 

consumed, and the tubers are often cooked with fish 

and meat. Sweet potato and cassava tubers, taro 

corms, and young petioles are chopped, boiled, and 

fed to pigs58. Cassava, taro, and Dioscorea are 

commonly cultivated in jhum (shifting cultivation)58. 

About 28 Dioscorea species and 25 varieties have 

been reported from the Garo Hills. 

Cultivation of tuber crops is a common practice in 

both homestead gardens and jhum fields under mixed-

cropping systems. Taro leaves are cooked as 

vegetables, while the tender shoots are sliced, sun-

dried, and stored for use during lean seasons. Sweet 

potato and cassava are generally consumed after 

boiling or roasting over fire. Elephant foot yam serves 

both as a food source and a medicinal plant, and dried 

yam rings are prepared for use during the off-season. 

The crop is traditionally utilized for managing 

ailments such as piles, dysentery, and digestive 

disorders59. 

Boiled tubers of sweet potato and taro, either fresh 

or dried, are commonly consumed in the morning and 

evening. Their diet includes fresh plant parts as well 

as partially processed products derived from tuber 

crops. During the growing season, tender leaves, 

shoots, and petioles of taro are widely eaten, whereas 

preserved and semi-processed products are utilized 

during periods of food scarcity. In the West Garo 

Hills, cassava tubers are processed into chips and 
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flour. Nearly all parts of sweet potato and taro are 

used for consumption. The petioles of various taro 

types are prepared either fresh or dried and are 

regarded as a popular traditional delicacy in 

Meghalaya60. 

The Naga tribes, belonging to the Indo-Mongoloid 

ethnic group, constitute a major proportion of the 

population of Nagaland. Semi-processed tuber 

products such as Teangwan and Tunggan (dried taro 

tubers) and Penkhen Kheh (cassava flour) substitute 

nearly 55% of cereal consumption. Tender leaves, 

shoots, and petioles of taro are regularly consumed, 

along with preserved tuber products during the lean 

season61. The rich taro diversity of Mon district and 

its significance in the food culture of the Konyak 

community was highlighted62,63. Tuber-based foods 

blended with soybean among the Ao tribe of 

Nagaland was documented57 and the preparation of 

taro-based foods in Manipur64. 
Tuber crops are widely cultivated and consumed in 

Tripura by both tribal and non-tribal communities. 
The tubers and tender petioles of elephant foot yam 
are used as food and also valued for their traditional 
medicinal properties. Boiled elephant foot yam is 
often mashed to prepare local dishes such as ‘Bata’ or 
‘Bharta’. The tender emerging leaf sprouts enclosed 
within the spathe of wild elephant foot yam, locally 
known as Dakadoma, are commonly deep-fried after 
removing the spathe and coating them with gram or 
rice flour batter. Tender petioles at the mature stage 
are chopped and cooked with dried fish. Highly acrid 
tubers are processed by slicing, boiling with common 
soda for 10-15 min, shade-drying, and then cooking 
the pieces with dried fish and spices. 

Swamp taro rhizomes are cut into slices dipped into 

besan flour paste and deep fried and called ‘Kochu 

Bhaja. The petioles of swamp taro are boiled, finely 

chopped, and mashed before being cooked with 

roasted seeds of Dolichos, peanuts, spices, and 

occasionally roasted small prawns to prepare a 

traditional dish known as ‘Kochu Saag’. Taro corms 

are commonly prepared with fish or dried fish and are 

locally referred to as ‘Charar Dal’. Taro leaves are 

also used in the preparation of ‘Saag’ with dried fish, 

while another dish, known as ‘Kochu Patar Tak’ or 

‘Ambal’, is made by cooking the leaves with 

tamarind. The flower spathes of cultivated and semi-

wild taro are cut into pieces after removal of the 

spadix and cooked with dried fish. The highly acrid 

rhizome of Bish Kochu (giant taro) is usually kept 

under shade for about a week before consumption65. 

Both cultivated and wild forms of elephant foot 

yam are used in the management of cough, piles, 

asthma, and for blood purification. Various yam 

species are employed in folk medicine for treating 

fever, cough, headache, gonorrhoea, leprosy, 

abdominal disorders, and constipation. Boiled tubers 

of aerial yam are consumed to control dysentery, 

while leaf paste is applied externally to burns and 

boils. The sap extracted from taro petioles is used on 

wounds to promote blood clotting and is also believed 

to help alleviate fever and cough. Taro is additionally 

utilized for treating piles and tonsillitis, and its boiled 

leaves are consumed as a source of essential minerals. 

Swamp taro is traditionally used in the treatment of 

liver ailments, ulcers, and rheumatic conditions. A 

paste prepared from mashed giant taro rhizomes is 

applied to painful areas affected by gout and 

rheumatism and is also considered useful against 

oedema and constipation. Numerous reports have 

highlighted the traditional healthcare applications of 

these tuber crops66-69. The use of these in 

ethnomedicine by tribal healers may be attributed to 

abundance of antioxidants and other phytochemicals, 

which exhibit significant antibacterial activity70-72. 
 

Islands regions 

The Onge represent one of the few remaining 

hunter-gatherer communities inhabiting the Andaman 

and Nicobar archipelago. They are regarded as the 

most recent indigenous settlers of these islands and 

are believed to possess racial affinities with 

populations of Southeast Asia73. 

The Nicobaris conserve edible species of Colocasia 

sp., Dioscorea sp., Tannia sp., and Amorphophallus 

sp. Dioscorea alata is among the principal tuber crops 

consumed year-round by the tribes. Local cultivars 

such as ‘Achin’ and ‘Paltu’ of Dioscorea alata and 

‘Tumik’ of Dioscorea esculenta are particularly 

preferred by the Nicobari tribes10. The tubers are 

commonly eaten in boiled or fried forms, while 

dietary requirements for carbohydrates, fats, and 

proteins are supplemented through foods such as boiled 

tubers, pandanus cake, rice cake, and coconut74.  

Yams are consumed in diverse forms, including 

fresh tubers, cooked soups, and flour-based 

preparations. The tubers are known to contain a range 

of bioactive compounds and essential vitamins, 

including carotenoids and tocopherols75,76. The leaves, 

young shoots and corms of taro are used as vegetable. 

Sweet potato is consumed as they are tasty and have 

plenty of starch77.  
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Conclusion 

Tribal communities traditionally cultivate crops 

near their homes and rely on indigenous knowledge to 

identify edible and medicinal plants, especially wild 

tubers, which have long been essential for food and 

healthcare. Although changing food habits have 

influenced their diets, tubers remain valuable for 

nutrition and traditional medicine. Limited access to 

modern agricultural technology results in low 

productivity, making sustainable farming systems 

crucial. Integrating tuber crops into tribal farming can 

improve land productivity, income, nutrition, 

employment, and environmental sustainability. 

Documenting and scientifically validating tribal 

medicinal knowledge can support modern healthcare, 

while government interventions continue to improve 

tribal livelihoods and resource utilization. 
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