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Abstract

Cold desert region often remains secluded from the major habitation due to topographical, climatic and
cultural barriers. Despite these constraints Ladakh stores rich, unique and endemic flora with unheard
unequalled ethnobotany. This study focuses on first time documentation of flora and associated
ethnobotany of Kukshow village in Kargil district of Ladakh. Fifty-eight plant species were
documented from the study area belonging to 30 families. The habit of the flora comprised of mainly
herbs (42), shrubs (8) and along with a few trees (8). Of them, 24 plant species have been utilized by
the locals, whereas for other species fruit, bark, wood, leaves, seeds, stems or flowers were being used
for various purposes. Such documentation from an inaccessible area of the Ladakh landscape is
valuable and will act provide the baseline information for further investigation. Moreover, an early
inventory is essential before this valuable information is lost along with the coming vagaries of
environmental degradation in the future. This current information on plants used by native communities

could be promulgated to the new generation for awareness and sustainable utilization of plants.
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1. Introduction

The Indian Himalayan Region (IHR) has been
considered as a crucial hotspot of the biological
diversity (Myers et al., 2000). Union Territory of
Ladakh and the Lahaul - Spiti region of Himachal
Pradesh account for more than 90% area of Indian
cold desert, the remaining 10% area lies in the states
of Uttarakhand and Sikkim (Saxena et al., 2011;
Jishtu and Goraya, 2020). The high altitude (2438
AMSL to 7135 AMSL), jarring natural environment
of Ladakh is designated by extreme temperature
(-30°C to +30°C), excessive radiation, strong winds,
low precipitation ( <100 mm/yr "), low humidity and
massive desolate landscape, rough topography, steep
and vertical glaciated slopes, minimum forest cover
and shrunk pasture lands at high ascent (Chaurasia

and Singh, 1996; Kumar ef al., 2009). The region lying
amidst the great Central Himalayas and the mountains
encircling Tibetan plateau is often referred to as the
“Dust Bowl of India” (Jishtu et al., 2003). Human
settlements residing in these difficult areas have stood
secluded due to inaccessible terrain and discordant
climatic conditions. As a result, an eccentric culture
and traditions were born and shaped in this region
(Uniyal et al., 1973). Plants have been used by humans
and this relationship has existed ever since the
emergence of human civilization. Near about 3,50,000
plant species have been identified till date, out of which
35,000 are still being used worldwide for medicinal use
and mere 0.5% have been chemically investigated
(Comer and Debus, 1996). Traditional knowledge


http://jtfp.jntbgri.res.in
mailto:*asthachauhan92@gmail.com

2

about plants and their association with man is generally
passed verbally from one generation to another or is
imbibed from their spiritual manuscripts (Malik et al.,
2011a&b; Buth and Navchoo, 1988). Ethnobotany is a
multidisciplinary science that agrees with direct
relationship between man and plants. The use of plants
in restoring and healing is as old as man himself
(Hedberg, 1987). Nonetheless, the cold arid areas lying
in the Indian Trans-Himalaya have not received
adequate attention till date. Multitude ethnic and tribal
groups with mosaic culture domiciled in the remote and
isolated parts of Ladakh offer a great scope for
ethnobotanical  studies. = The  Trans-Himalayan
community is no more cut off from urban settlements
and therefore, communal and cultural transformation
has already begun. Consequently, the locals are shifting
towards materialism and modernization (Norberg-
Hodge, 1999). Before these fragile habitats (Kala and
Manjrekar, 1999; Chauhan et al., 2020; Jishtu et al.,
2022) are long lost due to destructive harvesting of
medicinal plants, uncontrolled tourism and grazing
pressure, it is essential to document this crumbling
traditional knowledge and floristic attributes in this
region. This study focuses on a remote, far flung
Kukshow village of Kargil district of Ladakh. We have
tried to document the local flora and traditional
knowledge from the village of Kukshow for the very
first time.

2. Materials and methods

Kukshow village is located in the Trans-Himalayan
region, between the Zanskar and the Ladakh ranges of
the cold desert area. It is an off-road village which
remains hidden from the world but still harbors are a
treasure house of unique flora along with its rich
culture. Geographically, the village is located at an
elevation of 3,472 m and lies between longitudes and
latitudes of 34.44836° N and 76.62428° E respectively
(GPS coordinates were recorded using GARMIN-GPS
MAP 65s). The village is sparsely populated with
nearly 432 people living in 57 households. The
vegetation of this region is an ad mixture of more
oasitic vegetation and lesser of desert vegetation.
Oasitic vegetation mainly comprise of native species
growing along the water streams in addition to some
non-native flora along the cultivated fields while the
desertic vegetation is made up of plants adapted to very
scanty rainfall and extremes of temperature.

A number of primary and secondary sources were used
to document the information of the study area.
Primarily, a general reconnaissance of the study area to
familiarize with the topographic features, broad
vegetation types, floristic components and logistics was
undertaken. The primary surveys comprised of
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documenting floral wealth of the region. The survey
was carried out during 2020-2021. A simple
questionnaire was framed for the collection of data on
ethnobotany. The villagers were interviewed and group
discussions were also organized. Informal interactions
were carried out with the inhabitants of the village,
targeting elder folks in particular. Traditional
knowledge in relation to the use of plants such as food,
beverage, medicine, timber, fodder and fuel was
documented. Majority of information was gathered
from the elderly people as their experience in this
context is more relevant. Usual methods of herbarium
preparation as suggested by Jain and Rao (1993) were
adopted during collection and processing of plant
specimens collected during field surveys. Preliminary
identification of the plant specimens and enumeration
of information was done with the help of various floras
and other published literature (Stewart, 1916;
Chaurasia and Singh, 1996; Srivastava and Shukla,
2015; Gurmet and Stobgias, 2016; Jishtu and Goraya,
2020). Attempts have been made to adopt the most
recent and correct nomenclature by referring to Plants
of the World Online (www.plantsoftheworldonline).
The herbarium specimens will be deposited in DD
Herbarium and National Research Institute on Sowa
Rigpa (NRISR), Leh.

3. Results and discussion

Over all 58 plant species were documented from the
study area along with their diverse ethnobotanical
usage (Table 1). The entire flora belonged to 30
families; most dominant family being Asteraceae (6
species) followed by Polygonaceae (5), Salicaceae
(4), Fabaceae (4), Lamiaceae (3), Rosaceae (3) and
Scrophulariaceae (3). The other families comprised
of either 2 or 1 species each (Fig. 1). As far as the
habit of the plant is concerned a majority of plants
were herbs (42), shrubs (8) and a few trees (8) (Fig.
2). Among them, 24 plant species, whole plant is
utilized and for other plants either fruits, bark,
wood, leaves, seeds, stems or flowers are used for
various day to day purpose (Fig. 3). A few plant
species namely  Acantholimon  lycopoidioides
(Girard) Boiss. (Endangered), Betula utilis D. Don
(Endangered), Dactylorhiza hatagirea (D. Don) So6
(Critically Endangered), Lancea tibetica Hook.f. &
Thomson (Rare) and Physochlaina praealta
(Decne.) Miers (Vulnerable) comes under
International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) threat categories, were reported from the
study area (Goraya and Ved, 2017). Aquilegia
fragrans Benth., D. hatagirea, Podophyllum
hexandrum Royle, B. utilis and Juniperus
semiglobosa Regel are among the rare species
reported from the study area (Plate 2).
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Plate 1. a. Shondro flower (Biebersteinia odorata Stephan) being worn by the locals on “Snola ” festival; b. Gurgur made out
of wood of Populus ciliata Wall. ex Royle; c. Zem made out of wood of Juniperus semiglobosa Regel; d. House ceiling made
out of wood of Populus ciliata Wall. ex Royle
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Fig. 1. Family wise representation of the flora
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Fig. 2. Different plant parts used locally by the community
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Fig. 3. Habit wise representation of flora from study area
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Plate 2. a. Aquilegia fragrans Benth.; b. Dactylorhiza hatagirea (D. Don) Soo; c. Podophyllum hexandrum Royle; d. Betula utilis D.

Vaneet et al.
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,

Don; e. Juniperus semiglobosa Regel; f. Elagnus angustifolia L.
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4. Conclusion

This short-term study adds to the floristic diversity of
the cold desert region and the precious ethnobotanical
data contributes to the fading knowledge. It brings
forth the far-flung village of the cold desert landscape
of Ladakh into the fore front. The indigenous
communities harbor infinite ethnobotanical knowledge
as it is directly related to their sustenance. This
knowledge directly contributes to sustainable
development. Comprehensive knowledge possessed by
the local communities is liable to erosion as it is passed
from one generation to another by word of mouth.
Modernization is one major cause for this depletion.
Therefore, this study forms the baseline for future
quantitative analysis of flora and ethnobotany along
with conservation measures which can be adopted to
protect this invaluable apprehension. Not only will it
help in formulation of novel drug but also will boost
pharmaceutical sector. Therefore, it is evident from the
present study that Kukshow region in the Trans-
Himalaya is house to various unique and endemic flora.
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