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Martfnez-Lirola M. J., M. R. Gonz~ilez-Tejero and J. Molero-Mesa (Departamento de Biol- 
ogla Vegetal. Facultad de Farmacia, Universidad de Granada 18071 Granada (Spain). ETH- 
NOBOTANICAL RESOURCES IN THE PROVINCE OF ALMERIA, SPAIN: CAMPOS DE NIJAR. Economic 
Botany 50(1):40-56. 1996. An ethnobotanical study was carried out in the region o f  Campos 
de Nijar, comprising Cabo de Gata-Nfjar Nature Park and neighboring zones. The geology o f  
the region combined with its location in the South East o f  the Iberian Peninsula, the most arid 
area o f  Europe, has resulted in the presence o f  a flora rich in endemic and North African 
elements rare in Europe. Socioculturally, it is a uniform region characterized by its population 
living in a multitude o f  nuclei, each with few inhabitants. The field work was based on 221 
interviews with inhabitants o f  the region with knowledge of  the plants and their uses. Infor- 
mation was compiled on the use o f  253 taxa with a total o f  558 medicinal and 240 other uses. 
We present a summary o f  the study with data on the uses of  98 species mentioned at least three 
times by the interviewees. 

Recursos Etnobot~lnicos en la Provincia de Almer/a: Campos de Nijar. Se ha realizado un 
estudio etnobotdnico en la comarca denominada Campos de Nfjar, abarcando el Parque Nat- 
ural de Cabo de Gata-Nijar y otras zonas aneias. La naturaleza geoldgica de la comarca, ass 
como su situacidn en el sureste ib~rico, la zona rods drida de Europa, ha condicionado una 
flora rica en elementos end~micos y norteafricanos, raros en Europa. Desde el punto de vista 
sociocultural constituye una comarca continua y uniforme, caracterizada por una poblacidn 
disgregada en mdltiples ndcleos de pocos habitantes. El trabajo de campo se apoya en 221 
entrevistas con los habitantes de la zona conocedores de las plantas y sus usos, recogiendo 
informaci6n sobre la utilizacidn de 253 taxones, con un total de 558 usos medicinales y 240 
usos diversos. En este trabajo presentamos un extracto del estudio con datos relativos al uso 
de 98 especies referidas en tres o rods de tres 
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Although the flora and vegetation of the Ibe- 
rian Peninsula are now generally well-known, 
little information is available regarding human 
uses of the plants. Apart from Font Quer's work 
(1961), the most complete in terms of the utili- 
zation of plants and other related aspects, there 
are only a few references to this subject in other 
not-strictly ethnobotanical texts (e.g., Cuatre- 
casas 1929; Espantale6n Mufioz 1947; Laza Pa- 
lacios 1942). In spite of the importance of these 
studies within the Iberian Peninsula, authentic 
ethnobotanical studies were not developed until 
the last decade (Bonet 1992; Gfzman 1986; Mu- 
let 1991; Muntan6 1991 ; Villar et al. 1991) when 
Spanish researchers began to comment on the 
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lack of knowledge of this field and the need for 
study. The studies carried out by Obon de Castro 
and Rivera (1991) in the province of Murcia and 
by Gonzfilez-Tejero (1990) and Mufioz (1989) in 
Granada have been particularly useful for our 
research, because of the proximity of these 
regions to our study area. 

This report is the first ethnobotanical study 
(1991-1993) of the uses of plants in Almeria, a 
geographically and ethnically uniform area. 

The study area comprises the Cabo de Gata- 
N/jar marine and terrestrial Nature Park created 
by the Andalusian Regional Government in 
1987. It is situated in Southeastern Spain in the 
province of Almer/a (Fig. 1) and includes parts 
of three municipal areas: Carboneras, Almeria 
and, above all, Nijar (80% of the surface area). 
The first stage of the study was the exploration 
of the nuclei of population within the Park. This 
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Fig. 1. Geographical 

was later extended to include neighboring pop- 
ulations in the same socioculturally homoge- 
neous area. In the total area of study, known as 
Campos de Nijar, 39 places were investigated 
(Fig. 2) 

Low rainfall is the crucial environmental fea- 
ture in the region. This area contains not only 
the most arid zones of the province of Almeria 
but of all Western Europe, averaging less than 
200 mm of rain per year. Average temperatures 
are uniformly high in the coastal region, be- 
tween 12 ~ and 18~ falling slightly further in- 
land as a result of the increase in elevation and 
the subsequent continental climate. These fac- 
tors have resulted in highly characteristic flora 
and vegetation. Also, the paleobotanical features 
of the region have given rise to a close relation- 
ship between the local flora and that of North 
Africa, since there is a high number of elements 
with an Iberian-North African distribution. 

Campos de Nfjar is a large region with many 
small population nuclei, each with few inhabi- 
tants, but with a uniform culture, economy and 

location of area studied. 

collective memory. This can be seen in the ar- 
chitecture and the fact that customs and beliefs 
are fairly homogenous throughout the zone (Pro- 
vansal and Molina 1991). 

The region's economy is based on agriculture 
and livestock, the two being strongly connected. 
These activities are complemented--particularly 
in low-income families--by fishing, mining and 
the collection of esparto grass (Stipa tenacissima 
L.), saltwort ("Barrilla", Salsola vermiculata 
L.), palm leaves, palm hearts (Chamaerops hu- 
milis L.) and wood. Other local ways of earning 
a living include craft industries, such as working 
with esparto, pottery or weaving, and emigra- 
tion. At the beginning of the second half of the 
20th century, this agro-pastoral system was al- 
tered by the low agricultural yields and the dis- 
appearance of complementary activities. This 
was compensated to some extent by emigration 
to Latin America, Europe and to other parts of 
Spain. From the end of the 1950s, reaching a 
peak in the 1960s, colonization markedly 
changed the region. The process was slow but 
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Fig. 2. Localities studied. 

eventually changed the agricultural panorama of 
the region with the introduction of sandy-soil 
crops and greenhouses. Some complementary 
activities such as working with esparto grass 
reappeared as a result of the increasingly im- 
portant tourist industry, but this time for deco- 
rative rather than functional purposes. In the last 
few decades the promotion of tourism and the 
declaration of the Nature Park have triggered a 
drastic social transformation which, has ended 
the region's historical isolation and has meant a 
loss of cultural identity. 

These factors explain the need for this inves- 
tigation. On the one hand, there is a rich flora 
with a high number of endemic species and a 
population with a well-established culture close- 
ly related to the environment. On the other hand, 
recent social changes are causing this society to 
be less dependent on the environment, leading 
to a rapid and irreversible loss of the ethnobo- 
tanical heritage of the region. This research pro- 
ject will, to a certain extent, permit the preser- 

vation and dissemination of this folk knowledge 
and may provide useful information in such 
fields as, pharmacology, phytotherapy, agricul- 
ture, and veterinary science, thus contributing to 
the development and management of the region. 

METHODOLOGY 

Ethnobotanical information was obtained 
through interviews with knowledgeable people: 
221 interviews with 153 different people from 
39 population nuclei were carded out. During 
each conversation notes were taken or the entire 
conversation recorded. With a view to carrying 
out an impartial study which reflects the current 
ethnobotany, no information has been excluded 
in case it may be useful to any of the different 
groups of people interested in this field. 

A team of two carried out 90% of the inter- 
views, with one researcher taking notes while 
the other kept the conversation flowing and re- 
ceived any samples offered by the interviewee. 
Furthermore, frequent field trips were made with 



1 9 9 6 ]  MARTINEZ-LIROLA ET AL.: ETHNOBOTANY OF ALMER~A 43 

informants for in situ identification of the plants 
they mentioned. A voucher herbarium specimen 
of each species was deposited in the Herbarium 
of the University of Granada, Faculty of Phar- 
macy (GDA). 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Three hundred eleven taxa (including vernac- 
ular names) were catalogued. 253 of these taxa 
are used in folk culture. A total of 798 uses were 
recorded: 558 used medicinally and the remain- 
ing 240 used for various other purposes (animal 
fodder, food, dyes, firewood, etc.) Table 1, fol- 
lowing the example of Johns, Kokwaro and Ki- 
manan (1990), lists 98 species with uses referred 
to by three or more interviewees. (The others 
were only mentioned once or twice.) The com- 
plete list of plants and their uses can be found 
in Martfnez-Lirola (1993). The following infor- 
mation is recorded in the table: family, scientific 
name and accession number in the University of 
Granada, Faculty of Pharmacy Herbarium 
(GDA), common name (in Spanish), uses and 
illnesses treated if used medicinally, parts of the 
plant used, method of use, and the number of 
references to each application. 

We completed 221 interviews among 153 
people. All live in the region and most were 
born there. A small percentage live in the study 
region for only part of the year, or have migrated 
in from other areas. Consequently, some infor- 
mation given may not be traditional within the 
study area. 

It is difficult to confirm the present use of 
many plants, as we often could not establish 
whether the application had fallen into disuse. 
On some occasions the uses of plants were de- 
scribed very vaguely, and in many cases the in- 
gredients or treatment had been forgotten. Treat- 
ments were often described in the past tense, 
which would suggest that they are no longer 
used. Nevertheless, it seems that people main- 
tain great faith in the curative properties of many 
plants which are still used to treat minor ail- 
ments or as the first step towards a cure. An 
example of this is the still widely practiced cus- 
tom of gathering "all the flowers of the fields" 
on Good Friday. These are subsequently dried 
and stored and then taken in infusions at the 
slightest sign of illness during the following 
year. 

It appears that most of this information has 
been passed on from generation to generation. 

Other uses have been acquired by observation 
and imitation of animal behaviour. Less tradi- 
tional practices have taken root through televi- 
sion, radio, and, to a lesser extent, books. Also, 
in recent years, the continued and massive arriv- 
al of foreigners has also contributed applications 
previously unknown in the area. Generally, these 
sources can be considered acculturating factors 
which serve to homogenize different cultures 
and origins. 

Many of these medicinal remedies have a 
purely intuitive origin based on the association 
of ideas. It seems that necessity has nearly al- 
ways promoted the development of these re- 
courses. We believe that most cases of plants 
being used nowadays are due to knowledge ac- 
quired in the period following the Spanish civil 
war. Some interviewees commented that in the 
area known as "Las Hortichuelas", there was a 
group of "maquis" (anti-Franco resistence), 
known as "Los Ricardos", who "used a lot of 
natural medicines" and some of the current rem- 
edies were learned from them. 

Most of the plants (62%) have only one com- 
mon name. An important group (24.35%) have 
two, and 11.1% have three names. The rest 
(4.6%) have four or more common names. In 
some of the plants with two names, each name 
corresponds quite clearly to a particular area. As 
plants may have two different names corre- 
sponding to different cultural areas, in spite of 
being well-known, this suggests that the popular 
nomenclature of plants could be useful for iden- 
tifying different cultural zones. In this study two 
sectors can be distinguished: an eastern sector, 
influenced by Murcia (to the east), and a western 
sector, influenced by Andalusia. For example, 
Nerium oleander L. is known as "abelfa" or 
"adelfa" in the most westerly part of the study 
area, whereas in the eastern area it is referred to 
as "baladre." Similarly, Piptatherurn miliaceum 
(L.) Cosson, is called "fiiosa" in the east and 
"trigera" in the west. 

The useful plants are distributed among 73 
families. Asteraceae (20 spp.) and Lamiaceae 
(22 spp.) constitute 16.6% of the total. As 81 
families are recognized in this area (Sanz Fabre- 
ga 1986) it can be seen that approximately 
91.2% of the families present have popular ap- 
plications. 

Table 1 shows 61 uses (although some, such 
as dyspepsia and digestive problems are grouped 
together), 48 for medicines and the remaining 13 
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mainly for food and animal fodder. Some inter- 
viewees attached more importance to the medic- 
inal properties of a plant than to its other uses. 
This suggests that sectors of ethnobotanical 
knowledge are being lost at different rates de- 
pending on their relative importance e.g., med- 
icines are often not as widely available as other 
resources such as animal fodder or food. Nev- 
ertheless, the use of wild plants for food has 
potential for aiding the growth of the local econ- 
omy if safeguards are employed. The destructive 
collection of certains aromatic plants such as 
Thymus hyemalis Lange (wild thyme), should 
serve as a caution. We believe that the collection 
of this species, endemic to southeast Spain, 
should be controlled and its cultivation promot- 
ed. 

If the number of times a plant was mentioned 
is a guide to the extent of its use, the most wide- 
ly used plant would seem to be "garranchuelo" 
[Sideritis granatensis (Pau) Rivas Goday & G6- 
mez Garcia] followed in decreasing order by 
rosemary (Rosmarinus of-ficinalis L.), thyme 
(Thymus hyemalis), horehound (Ballota hirsuta 
Benth., Marrubium vulgare L.), olive-tree (Olea 
europaea L.), fig-tree (Ficus carica L.), rue 
(Ruta chalepensis L.), "olivarda" [Dittrichia 
viscosa (L.) Greuter] and almond-tree [Prunus 
dulcis (Miller) D.A. Webb]. 

Plant remedies are usually administered oral- 
ly, most often as infusions or decoctions made 
with water and the aerial part of the plant, pref- 
erably when it is in flower. These preparations 
are locally known as "cocitorios" and nearly al- 
ways sugar is added to taste. Sometimes, specific 
parts of the plants are used. 

The preparations are usually taken daily until 
the symptoms disappear. Internal preparations 
are usually administered in the morning before 
breakfast and for an odd number of consecutive 
mornings (the importance of this was stressed 
by informants). When chronic illnesses (hyper- 
tension, diabetes, stomach ulcers, etc.) are treat- 
ed, treatment is usually interrupted every nine 
days for a week's "rest." 

Compound formulas, in the form of mixtures 
of the best known curative species, are relatively 
common for the treatment of diverse symptoms. 
Hence thyme (Thymus hyemalis), "zajarefia" 
(Sideritis granatensis) and rosemary (Rosmari- 
nus officinalis) are added to preparations of oth- 
er plants to enhance their effects�9 

Of the external applications the following are 
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the most frequent: washing of the affected part 
(wounds, bruises, bums, etc.) with a decoction 
of the plant, poultices elaborated from fresh 
plants or from residues of the decoction with an 
oily component (usually olive oil), massages 
with liniment or plant macerates with alcohol, 
baths or the inhalation of  vapours. Also men- 
tioned are ocular and auricular instillation and 
mouthwashes (particularly for toothache). 

Folk-magical uses fundamentally consist of a 
ritual in which an incantation ("prayer")  is re- 
cited and a plant is involved. These are used 
against: warts, "mal  de ojo" (the evil eye), "ter- 
icia" (hepatic ailments?) or "s ipela"  (swelling 
produced by a blow or the bite of a poisonous 
animal). Mallow leaves (Malva syIvestris L.), 
vine (Vitis vinifera L.), henbane (Hyosciamus al- 
bus L.), Mediterranean mezereon (Daphne gni- 
dium L.), horehound (Marrubium vulgare) and 
necklaces of esparto grass (Stipa tenacissima) 
are the most highly regarded plants in these rit- 
uals. 

From our findings, it is evident that this region 
harbors a valuable and little-known ethnobotan- 
ical heritage. It is a matter of  urgency that this 
traditional knowledge, which has been jealously 
guarded in some cases, be recovered before it is 
completely lost. This information could be in- 
valuable for the future management and eco- 
nomic development of  the area. Since there is a 
complete lack of phytotherapeutic data for many 
of  the plants included in the present study, we 
strongly recommend that phytochemical and 
pharmacological studies be carried out in order 
to confirm the validity of  the plant folk-medic- 
inal use. 
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