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P L A N T  E X P L O R A T IO N  IN  U G A N D A

The M ap  o f U ganda  shows its s ituation  and 

ne ighbouring  territories. It lies in the heart o f A fr ica  

and is between latitudes 1°30' south and 4° north ; 

longitudes 29° and 35° east. It  is abou t 1 300 km  from  

the eastern coast. The land mass and lakes have 

varying altitudes above sea level. In  the east, it 

borders K enya, in the west Z a ire , in the north  Sudan  

and in the south R w anda  and T anzania .

U ganda  is referred to as a crossroads o f 

continenta l vegetation . There is the Sahara vegeta­

tion  represented by the north-eastern succulent 

scrubland. F rom  ne ighbouring  T anzan ia  in the 

south, M iyom bo  savanna-vegetation crosses the 

country in to  Sudan . The west A fr ican  vegetation can 

be found  in the south-west h igh lands o f U ganda  and 

the Sem lik i Forest in the western rift valley. The 

M au  P lateau vegetation from  western K enya 

occupies the eastern grasslands. There are three high 

m ounta ins  nam ely  the Ruw enzoris , E lgon  and 

M u fum b iras . Ericaceous zones occur on these 

m oun ta ins , add ing  a tem perate type o f vegetation to 

the rich U gandan  flora.

E ach  type o f vegetation is very diversified. A n  

example is the lake shore forest w hich is dom ina ted  

by Piptadeniastrum in the upper storeys, whereas the 

lower storeys are com posed o f  very m any d ifferent 

genera and species. In  some sw am p forest areas 

palm s like Raphia are characteristic o f the fo rm ation  

and m ay be associated w ith  m any  species o f 

pteridophytes.

A m o n g  the m any water p lants, Cyperus papyrus 
is a com m on  sedge found  on  rivers and lake edges. 

O the r plants are sm all and free floating , for exam ple 

species o f  Utricularia.

A rab le  lands have a flora o f  the ir ow n. I t  is a flora 

which has evolved through  ages o f land  use. Bidens 
pilosa, Oxalis latifolia and m any  others are noxious 

weeds.

It is this richness and diversity o f  flora and 

vegetation that stim ulated p lan t exploration  o f 

U ganda . First and forem ost were the early 

continenta l explorers. A m o n g  m any others was 

E m in , w ho is com m em orated  in the tree Maesopsis 
eminii, one o f the com m onest and m ost useful plants 

in U ganda . The continenta l explorers were fo llow ed 

by scientists, whose collections were sent to 

E u ropean  herbaria .

In  the late 19th century , a scientific departm ent 

was set up  in the country. A m o n g  other th ings, its 

ob ject was the co llection and study o f U gandan  

plants o f econom ic im portance . It  began w ith  the 

found ing  in  1898 o f the E ntebbe  B o tan ica l G arden  

and the herbarium  now  know n as the K aw anda  

H erbarium . The herbarium  was later m oved to 

K aw anda A gricu ltu ra l Research S tation . It  is housed 

and shares a room  w ith  an insect m useum  in  a 

com plex o f adm in istrative build ings. A m o n g  the 

notab le collectors in  U ganda  was Purseglove, w ho 

collected m any  specimens. H e  was once an 

agricultural officer in  the district o f south-western 

U ganda . The early thirties and late forties were 

characterized by a spate o f p lan t collecting. 

H ow ever, am ongst local scientific workers, po litica l 

aw areness ap p e a re d  e a r lie r  th a n  sc ie n tif ic  

awareness.

W hen  the expatriate experts left the country , 

there was nobody  to curate the he rbarium  collec­

tions. Som etim e before U ganda  becam e indepen ­

dent, the K aw anda H erb ar ium  came to a standstill. 

M ain tenance  o f  the existing specimens fell be low  

norm al standards. A s  a result, some sheets, abou t 

12% , have been destroyed: instead o f the orig ina l

25 000 specimens there are now  22 000. H ow ever, it 

is gratify ing to  report that a fresh and dedicated 

effort has been organ ized at the K aw anda  A g r icu l­

tural station. The he rbarium  now  has a graduate
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curator presently tra in ing  abroad , an assistant 

curator and assistants. 3 310 specimens were 

collected and incorporated in to  the herbarium  

during  the period 1978-1980. This means that 

before 1978 the num ber o f specimens am oun ted  to

18 690.

In  1900 E ntebbe  H erbarium  proper was estab­

lished under the m anagem ent o f Forest D epartm en t 

staff. A s w ith its sister herbarium  at K aw anda , p lant 

collecting was m arked by alternating periods o f 

enthusiasm  and  disinterest, a lthough p lan t collecting 

by the staff was encouraged. A fte r  independence, 

noth ing  further was added to the num ber o f 

specimens. In  1979 all the cupboards were looted 

im m ed ia te ly  after the war o f liberation . The 

specimens were displaced and 80%  were destroyed. 

This herbarium  is in a hopeless cond ition . It requires 

im m ed ia te  assistance, if the rem ain ing specimens are 

to be saved. There is a m in im um  m aintenance o f 

specimens, bu t expert advice is required.

M akerere University H erbarium  is housed in one 

o f the room s in the Faculty o f Science. The 

collections were started by the staff and students o f 

the B o tany  D epartm en t in 1946 and collecting is still 

be ing continued . H ow ever, in the late sixties the 

herbarium  received a grant and experts from  

Norway. W ith  this assistance, it was possible to 

establish the post o f curator, assistant curator and 

two assistants. A  p lan t co llection program m e was 

drawn up  whereby a num ber o f specimens were 

acquired. The orig inal num ber o f 6 000 specimens 

rose to over 25 000. H ow ever, the grant and 

program m e expired and the experts left the country 

in 1972. The econom ic crisis ob ta in ing  then forced 

the assistants to look  for better opportun ities in 

other fie lds, and the assistant curator was ob liged to 

run the herbarium  single-handed. D u r in g  this trying 

period , m aterials like spirit, paper and po ison cou ld 

not be ob ta ined . H erbar ium  pests have invaded the 

cupboards and 6 %  o f  the sheets have been 

destroyed. There is a fa in t hope , however, that a

graduate assistant w ill be appo in ted  and earm arked 

for the post o f curator o f the herbarium .

M akerere University herbarium  is associated w ith 

a small botan ic garden. The garden has suffered 

from  lack o f funds. Labels are m issing; a few ponds 

conta in ing  aquatics are kept m ain ly  for teaching 

purposes; and the greenhouse and orch id shed are 

worthless. The greenhouse is a mere fram e structure 

and the orch id shed contains hard ly any orchids.

CONCLUSION

In  this report I send an S O S  to the A E T F A T  

Congress. The three herbaria and the gardens have 

no expert, adequate and experienced research 

workers. Left a lone , the prospects o f progress for 

these herbaria and gardens are quite rem ote. It is 

suggested that the three herbaria be brought 

together and  that an in ternationa l hand  be extended 

in the form  o f aid to undertake firstly, rehab ilita tion , 

secondly staffing and th ird ly  extension o f research to 

a tim e when local staff w ou ld  be in a position to run 

the am algam ated herbarium . M uch  p lan t explora­

tion  rem ains to be done , especially in the western 

region, and econom ic uses o f ind igenous plants need 

to be studied.
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F L O R A  Z A M B E S IA C A  P R O G R E S S  R E P O R T

V o l. IV  o f w hich an advanced copy was presented 

at the IX  Plenary M eeting  o f A E T F A T  in  Las 

Palm as was pub lished in early sum m er 1978. It is the 

first vo lum e o f  F lora Zam besiaca not prin ted  in parts 

and contains the fam ilies R osaceae-C ornaceae  (658 

p p ., 170 line draw ings, co lour frontispiece).

V o l. V I I ,  Part I  is now  w ith  the printers and 

should be on  the m arket in January  1983 at the 

latest. It covers the fo llow ing fam ilies: Crassulaceae 

(left ou t o f V o l. IV  because o f technical d ifficu lties), 

the V alerianaceae and D ipsacaceae [included in  this 

vo lum e in  order to render the p lanned  V o l. V I  

(Com positae ) m ore compact] and then in systematic 

sequence the fam ilie s  C am panu laceae- L oga-  

niaceae.

W o rk  on  this vo lum e was greatly slowed dow n by 

the early retirem ent o f its m a in  au thor the late 

Professor H iram  W ild . Every effort w ill be m ade to 

prin t this im portan t part in the course o f 1984. W o rk  

on  the second part is in progress.

The fo llow ing m a jo r fam ilies, which w ill form  

Part 2 o f V o lum e  V I I  and Part 1 o f V o lum e  V I I I ,  are 

be ing studied at present: Apocynaceae , Gen- 

tianaceae, Convo lvu laceae , Verbenaceae, Bigno- 

niaceae, Boraginaceae and Scrophulariaceae. These 

fam ilies are scheduled for pub lica tion  in 1984/5.
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