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Rising to the occasion: 
outlining Ethnobiologists’ 
response to the 
coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic 
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Editorial 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has emerged as the 
greatest threat to humankind so far in the 21st 

Century.  As of 27th May 2020, there were 5,717,726 
reported cases, and 352,983 fatalities (WHO 2020). 
The pandemic is not just a health crisis anymore, 
because lockdowns and other restrictions have 
greatly affected economic activities, which in turn 
affects cash flows in local and regional scales. 
Closure of businesses lead to widespread rise in 
unemployment, further leading to socio-economic 
problems, and reduction of public expenditure 
available for healthcare (McKee & Stuckler 2020). 
The health and economic impacts are predicted to 
be even much more serious in indigenous 
communities who live in remote areas and suffer 
institutional apathy (Ferrante & Fearnside 2020). 
Such a situation underlines the need for 
Ethnobotanists to rise to the situation and 
complement the ongoing efforts from our 
communities and local governments in combating 
COVID-19 and its impacts.  
 
Plants, ethnobotany and COVID-19 
COVID-19 was preceded by the last Ebola outbreak 
that lead led to the loss of more than 11,000 lives. 
Unlike COVID-19, Ebola had a high mortality rate of 
close to 50%. Ebolaviruses belong to the Filovirus 
genus of Filoviridae, and are transmitted to humans 
from animals, with guinea pigs, primates, bats, and 
ticks widely believed to be the sources (Feldman & 
Klenk 1996). Recently, Dovih et al. (2019) recorded 
the spill-over of filoviruses from bats to people in 
Nagaland of Northeast India. The local participants 
had a history of participating in annual bat hunts 
(Mani et al. 2017), where they would have come into 
contact with various viruses including filoviruses from 
bat reservoir. One of the hypotheses put forward by 
Dovih et al. (2019) to explain the failure to detect 
human filovirus infections in Asia is that these 

filoviruses could have been causing asymptomatic 
infections in humans. We do not know the nature of 
these infections. They could have gone entirely 
unnoticed or symptoms, like in most symptomatic 
cases of SARS-CoV2 would be a mild flu. If such 
infections are more common than previously known, 
it would be logical for the local communities to have 
prospected the resources in their environment for 
medicinal plants that could be used to alleviate the 
symptoms.   
 
The relationship between the prevalence of diseases 
and medicinal plants, and the ability of local 
pharmacopoeias to respond to emerging diseases, 
is a widely understood concept in Ethnobiology. The 
original pharmacopoeia of the Waoroni people of 
Ecuador was highly specialised in the treatment of 
diseases endemic to the community (Davis & Yost 
1983). The local pharmacopoeias of Peru have 
evolved in response to contemporary trends, 
incorporating new remedies to strengthen their ability 
meet local healthcare needs (Bussmann & Sharon 
2006). Plants used to treat flu and respiratory 
ailments in various local communities have been 
studied routinely by ethnobiologists (Caceresa et al. 
1993). 
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Like Filoviridae, viruses of Coronaviridae also have 
a long history of infecting humans. They are known 
to target the respiratory, gastrointestinal, hepatic, 
and central nervous systems; the Severe Acute 
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak of 2002 in 
China and the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome 
(MERS) in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 2012 are 
two major infectious diseases of this century caused 
by Coronaviruses closely related to SARS-CoV-2 
(Chen et al. 2020). SARS-CoV-2 is also believed to 
have transmitted to humans from bats following 
natural evolution (Andersen et al. 2020; Benvenuto 
et al. 2020). However, the pathogenicity of viruses 
belonging to Coronaviridae are generally believed to 
be low (Kahn & McIntosh 2005). Hypothetically 
speaking, local communities residing in areas with 
prevalence of Coronoviridae vectors / reservoirs 
could have also developed plant-based remedies 
both for curative as well as preventive purposes 
(Lozano 1998). 
 
Synthetic compounds structurally derived from plant 
metabolites, such as Chloroquine phosphate and 
their analogues are being deployed in the treatment 
of Covid-19, although their efficacy has not been 
proven (Nature Plants 2020). Generally, the simple 
transfer of traditional knowledge on the treatment of 
diseases, as well as plant derived compounds used 
for completely different indications, to treat COVID-
19, is highly problematic (Maldonado et al. 2020). 
However, traditional medicines that are known to be 
efficient against Coronavirus-like infections could be 
deployed in a complementary manner (Luo et al. 
2020; Ni et al. 2020).   
 
A significant percentage of COVID-19 patients are 
known have cytokine storm syndrome, and 
researchers recommend ‘existing, approved 
therapies with proven safety profiles’ to treat the 
condition (Mehta et al. 2020). Curcumin, the principal 
curcuminoid of turmeric (Curcuma longa L.) is known 
for its capability to block cytokine release (Sordillo & 
Helson 2015). Plants of the genus Curcuma form an 
important ingredient in many traditional formulations 
of South and Southeast Asia (Sanatombi & 
Sanatombi 2017; Subositi & Wahyono 2019). In 
addition, a wide variety of species that are 
traditionally used as foods, might be used to 
strengthen the immune system, and thus help to 
prevent the manifestation of COVID-19 (Fan et al. 
2020). Ethnobiologists should study the relevance of 
such formulations in complementing existing 
protocols to compact COVID-19. However, as 
ethnobiologists we also need to keep in mind that the 
COVID-19 pandemic will most likely have a profound 
influence on the future of our discipline (Vandebroek 
et al. 2020). 
 

Be mindful of the parasitic wedge 
An important theory in Biocultural Diversity is the 
Parasitic Stress Theory which predicts pathogen 
induced evolution of religious and linguistic diversity 
(Fincher & Thornhill 2008). The influence of diseases 
like COVID-19 on human culture is profound, beyond 
the elimination of apparent cultural practices such as 
handshakes, hugs, eating out, etc. Ethnobiologists 
have routinely studied the relationship between 
culture and ecology, and it is important to study the 
possible impacts COVID-19 might have on the 
relationship between local people and culturally 
important species including species such as bats 
that are traditionally hunt. The Parasitic Stress 
Theory also predicts the rise of ethnocentrism and 
xenophobia, and fragmentation of societies 
(Thornhill & Fincher 2014; Karinen et al. 2019). As 
researchers constantly working with diverse group of 
people, ethnobiologists should be watchful for signs 
of xenophobia and work with our communities and 
local governments in combating it. 
 
The long road ahead 
The pandemic has inflicted massive financial and 
health burdens on the local communities with whom 
ethnobiologists routinely collaborate. We urge fellow 
ethnobiologists to work with our respective 
communities to help them cope up with the situation. 
Ethnobiology has always been a dynamic discipline, 
capable of responding to emerging challenges 
including meeting healthcare needs in the post-world 
war times to addressing decline of biological and 
cultural diversities. We call upon fellow 
ethnobiologists to collaborate with communities who 
are known to have a long history of interaction with 
zoonotic viruses, to document the plants used for 
curative and preventive purposes. However, we also 
caution against romanticizing traditional plant-based 
remedies, and researchers should take extra care 
not to distract ongoing efforts to find effective 
treatments and vaccine against the pandemic.   
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