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Abstract 

A weed in a general sense is a plant, usually wild or feral, that is commonly considered to be a nuisance 

in a garden, lawn, or other agri-cultural development. More specifically the term is often used to describe 

plants that grow and reproduce aggressively. Weeds may be unwanted because they are unsightly, or 

because they limit the growth of other plants by blocking light or using up nutrients from the soil. The 

term weed in its general sense is a subjective one, without any classification value, since a plant or herb 

is not a weed when growing where it belongs or is wanted. Despite of being harmful some weeds are 

called, beneficial plants or herbs as they are edible, use for food or herbal medicine. Other advantage of 

such beneficial herbs may be the keeping away of some insect pests of crops. Many researchers have 

pointed out that there is scarce evidence to prove that pests move from the alternative host in sufficient 

numbers to cause significant crop damage, even in the case of pests such as some of the aphids which are 

obliged to alternate between hosts to complete their life cycle. 
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Introduction 

Weeds are defined as any plants that are growing in unwanted areas or plants growing in 

everlastingly human-disturbed environments but do not depend on human interference for 

reproduction and survival. These plants may be found growing on agricultural fields and 

gardens or as ruderal plants (Ngugi et al. 1978; Stephen 1982; Casas et al.1996) [1, 85, 3]. Weeds 

are usually seen to have adverse effects not only in agricultural lands but also in natural wild 

ecosystems. In terms of agriculture these plants compete against crop plants for available 

resources, lower the quality of agricultural produce, lower quality of pastures. Despite of these 

some are poisonous, increase costs of production, harbor pests, while some block irrigation 

after growing immeasurably (Ngugi et al. 1978; Klingman et al. 1982; Ivens 1989; Cousens & 

Mortimer1995) [1, 4, 5, 6]. In concern to biodiversity conservation considerations weed and other 

aggressive species are often supposed to act as "plant pests" (Miller 1999), one of the two 

major threats to biodiversity, second to habitat damage (Heywood 1995; Mungoro & Tezoo 

1999) [8, 9]. This may be especially so when weed species are lack natural enemies, grow faster 

than native plant species and are able to produce plenty of seeds (Richardson et al. 1992) [10]. 

The species which grow on their own, without human efforts can be termed as weeds. They are 

in general harmful to the crops and can dominate the vegetation if not cared for. The weeds are 

of no use as they are harmful to crop. They are generally controlled from crop fields and 

destroyed. Many of the weeds are found to be medicinally important. Such weeds can be 

collected from crop fields and used for curing the diseases.  

 

Losses caused by weed  

The losses caused by weeds exceed the losses from any other category of agricultural pests, 

such as insects, nematodes and rodents. Among the total annual losses of agricultural product 

from various pest, weeds account for 45%, insects for 30%, diseases 20% and other pest 5% as 

shown in Figure 1 (Rao 2000) [81] 
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Fig 1: Losses caused by different pests and weeds 
 

Losses caused by weeds to medicinal plants: 

1. Nutrient losses caused by weeds by competition for 

essential nutrients. 

2. Reduces the yield contributing character by creating 

space competition on the above and below the ground 

surface. 

3. Loss in soil moisture. 

4. Reduces the quality of medicinal plants by adulteration/ 

mixing of weeds during post-harvest processing. The root 

of kans grass (Cyperus rotundus) also reduces the quality 

of root crops like Asparagus, Chlorophytum, etc. 

5. Weed drastically reduces the yield of medicinal plant as 

well as farm income. 

6. High intensity of weed leads to slow germination and 

initial growth, wider row spacing and slow lateral spread, 

which causes tremendous loss in productivity as well as 

quality. 

 

Uses 

Domestic and Edible Weeds 

There are only about 250 plant species which are sufficiently 

troublesome universally to be regarded as weeds (Altieri and 

Liebman, 1988) [36] and agriculture has been a major factor 

influencing their evolution. World-wide exchanges of 

planting material of major crop plants has been a factor 

allowing the introduction of many of these weeds into all 

cultivated areas of the world which have the required 

ecological conditions. Some have been cultivated in the past 

as crops and others are progenitors of, or closely related to, 

wild progenitors of crop plants. Some are sufficiently close 

genetically to their crop relatives that introgression is 

common and contributes to the diversity of the crop species 

population, while selection for uniformity in crop species 

results in a loss of genes, and the consequent increasing 

instability of agroecosystems. Weed relatives of crop species 

may remain as a reservoir of genes and should be conserved 

as they may be needed in the future (Harlan, 1965) [24]. In 

western Kenya the agricultural system of Bungoma is 

dominated by maize cultivation, yet one study revealed that at

least 100 different species of vegetable and fruit were 

consumed which were drawn from 70 genera belonging to 35 

families (Juma, 1989) [25]. Although most of the weeds 

commonly found in cultivated land are introduced species, 

there are few which do not have culinary, medicinal or other 

domestic uses (Table 1). Rahmato (1988) [26] noted that wild 

foods are an important component of peasant survival in 

Ethiopia.  

Among other wild plants, the weed species Portulacca 

oleracea and Amaranthus spp. were important in helping the 

people of Wollo to cope with the 1984 drought. Although in 

most cases where weed species are used for human 

consumption their use is concerned to periods of food 

shortage, this is by no means always the case. Some species 

are highly prized as green leafy vegetables and grains and 

some are more productive than their crop equivalents. For 

instance the grain yield obtained from the wild grass Panicum 

laetum, (known as fonio) in the valley of the Malian Gourma, 

is higher than that from the local millets (Maiga et al., 1991) 

[27]. One study in Tanzania recorded that wild plants appeared 

in 32% of all meals consumed by villagers (Fleuret, 1979) [28]. 

Bidens spp. are among the most common early colonisers of 

cultivated land in Africa and the leaves are widely consumed. 

Although regarded as a famine food due to its rather aromatic 

flavor, Ogle and Grivetti (1985a) [29] reported that in 

Swaziland, Bidens was the most frequently consumed wild 

leaf vegetable and eaten by more than 70% of the adult 

population. Other weeds such as Commelina and Sonchus 

oleraceus were also important (Ogle and Grivetti, 1985b) [30]. 

Bush plants and edible weed often play an important role in 

maintaining the nutritional status of rural communities (Ogle 

and Grivetti, 1985c; Grivetti, 1987) [31, 32]. Huss-Ashmore and 

Curry (1989) [33] reported that the transition to more intensive 

farming with more cash crops and increased use of herbicides 

was marked by the virtual disappearance of Bidens pilosa and 

Corchorus spp. They attributed poorer nutritional status of the 

villagers in part to the elimination of these species as a source 

of wild food.  

In Ethiopia also, it has been recorded that wild foods are an 

important component of peasant survival strategies and it is 

mainly the women who are particularly knowledgeable about 

the most useful species (Rahmato, 1988) [26]. Zmarlicki et al. 

(1984) [84] analysed the nutrient composition of some of the 

wild plants used for human consumption in the Transkei of 

South Africa. They found many potentially useful plants 

among the weed flora and suggested that the cultivation of 

weeds such as Sonchus asper, Chenopodium album, 

Amaranthus spp. And Galinsoga parviflora could be 

encouraged in multiple crop farming systems. The weed 

species Gynandropsis gynandra, Solanum nigrum and Celosia 

argentea contained high levels of protein. Ogle and Grivetti 

(1985c) [31] found that the protein content of edible wild plants 

ranged from 1.3% to 7.5% of fresh weight and in Swaziland, 

wild vegetables were eaten with maize porridge in 39% of all 

meals. As these leaves were high in lysine which is deficient 

in maize, they represent an important supplement to a diet 

based on maize. Bidens pilosa, Amaranthus spp. and 

Corchorus spp. all had a higher content of protein, calcium 

and iron than spinach. 
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Table 1: Different edible and other useful weeds. 
 

Weed species Domestic use 

Ageratum conyzoides 
Medicinal ± leaves pounded to treat wounds. Popular with the Luo in Kenya as a haemostatic. Also known as 

a remedy for stomach pains. 

Amaranthus spp. 

Food ± Leaves of several species of Amaranthus eaten as a relish throughout E. Africa, often mixed with salt and 

groundnut paste. Seed can be roasted and pounded to produce flour used in preparation of bread and biscuits. A. 

caudatus in Ethiopia is mixed with flour of Tef to make injera. 

Other uses ± A. hybrids can be used to make a red dye. 

Argemone mexicana 
Other uses ± Seeds are narcotic and used in Tanzania to make traditional beer more intoxicating. Seeds have 

insecticidal properties. Can be poisonous to livestock. 

Bidens pilosa 

Food ± leaves and shoots are edible. It is one of the weeds most widely used as a famine food due its abundance, 

rather than its taste which is rather aromatic. 

Medicinal ± Leaves can be made into a poultice to treat wounds and the juice used to treat eye complaints. 

Roots and stem used to treat diarrhea and abdominal pains. 

Boerhavia diffusa Medicinal ± Occasionally, leaves pounded and used medicinally. 

Celosia spp. Food ± leaves and inflorescence used as a vegetable and in soups and stews. 

Chenopodium spp. 
Medicinal ± C. ambosioides leaves applied to face to treat convulsions in Zimbabwe. Also powdered leaf mixed with 

oil and applied to skin to treat ringworm. Other uses ± Believed in some parts of Malawi to repel snakes. 

Cleome monophilla 
Food ± Said to be edible when leaves and flowers are cooked and pounded with groundnut and tomato but is bitter and 

not much liked. 

Commelina spp. 

Food ± in times of famine leaves and young shoots used either fresh or boiled as a vegetable. Rhizome can also be 

eaten. 

Medicine ± C. africana used to treat leprosy, eye problems and colds. 

Corchorus spp. 

Food ± One of the most valuable local vegetables in hot, arid regions. Often cooked with potash. In Senegal the leaf is 

used with steamed millet to prepare `m'boum'. Eaten by women, children and invalids in many parts of Africa. 

Medicinal ± C. olitorius used as a tonic and to treat toothache, stomach and bladder complaints. 

Other uses ± fibers can be woven to make course cloth. 

Crotalaria spp. 
Food ± leaves and flowers of some species can be cooked and eaten as a relish but it is often mixed with groundnut to 

make it more palatable. 

Cynodon dactylon Medicinal ± known in Malawi as a remedy for indigestion and heartburn. Other uses ± pasture grass. 

Cyprus esculentus 

Food ± Tubers are rich in starch and oil and it is a good source of phosphorous and iron, although protein content is 

relatively low, it is twice as high as in cassava. Tubers eaten raw or can be roasted to make coffee, in Zambia and 

Zimbabwe used to make porridge. 

Datura stramonium 

Medicine ± In Zimbabwe leaves burned and smoke inhaled as a treatment for asthma. Leaves and seed contain the 

alkaloids hyoscine and atropine and are crushed and mixed with ghee to make an ointment for treatment of ringworm. 

Crushed leaves used as insect repellent. 

Other uses ± in Malawi it is believed that the leaves sprinkled around the house repel cockroaches. Datura spp. used 

as a rat poison in stored grain. 

Eleusine indica 

Food ± seed can be pounded into flour; eaten as a famine food in Zambia and Ethiopia. Other uses ± straw used for 

bedding. 

Medicinal ± reputed in Malawi to be effective as a remedy for coughs and blood complaints. 

Euphorbia heterophylla Medicinal ± an infusion of leaves and root used as a remedy for headache. 

Euphorbia hirta 

Medicinal ± Used to treat wounds by covering with fresh leaves. Common name of asthma weed but this may be 

because it is believed to induce asthma. The latex is sometimes used in Malawi to treat eye complaints such as 

conjunctivitis. 

Galinsoga parviflora 
Food ± leaves eaten as a relish in some areas. 

Medicinal ± Stem=leaves pounded and juice squeezed into wound. 

Gynandra gynandropsis 

Food ± One of the most popular sources of relish in E. Africa. The young shoot and leaves are cooked and often mixed 

with pounded groundnut. 

Medicinal ± leaves are reputed to be a remedy for pneumonia in Malawi. 

Hibiscus cannabinus Food ± in times of famine may be eaten as a relish; the leaves have to be pounded with potash. 

Imperata cylindrica Medicinal ± known in Malawi as a treatment for digestive complaints. 

Leucas martinensis Medicinal ± leaves and bracts boiled in salt water and the infusion drunk to cure throat infections. 

Ocimum spp. 
Medicinal ± widely use as medicinal plants to remedy fevers and the whole plant of infusion of the leaves is used as a 

mosquito repellent. 

Oxygonum sinnuatum 

Food ± occasionally cooked with potash to make a relish. 

Medicinal ± widely used as a medicine. Leaves crushed and rubbed into the eye to treat eye complaints. 

Infusions of the root can be drunk to treat menstrual problems. 

Physalis angulata 
Food ± fruit can be consumed and is rich in vitamin A and C. 

Medicinal ± to improve female fertility. 

Potulacca olerecea 

Food ± contains high levels of oxalic acid. May be eaten in salads and soups particularly in Mozambique and 

Malawi. Large leaved types cooked as a vegetable. 

Medicinal ± as a snake bite remedy. 

Schkuhria pinnata Medicinal ± Leaf decoction taken orally in Zimbabwe to treat gonorrhea. 

Solanum nigrum 

Food ± the unripe fruit are poisonous but in many parts of Africa the leaves are cooked as a relish. 

Medicinal ± Juice from the fruit has antibacterial and antifungal properties and is used to treat skin infections 

including ringworm. 

Tagetes minuta Medicinal ± crushed in oil and applied to skin to treat wound maggots. 

Tribulus terrestris 
Food ± leaves, shoots and fruits rich in calcium, iron and vitamin C. Leaves used as salad and seed can be pounded to 

make flour. Fruits may be gathered in times of severe food shortage. 

Trichodesma zeylanicum 
Medicinal ± powdered tuber of T. physaloides Fengl. Said to have aphrodisiac properties. An infusion of the roots and 

leaves is used to treat intestinal worms. 

Tridax procumbens Medicinal ± the leaves are mixed with other herbs to treat coughs and chest complaints. 

Triumfetta spp. Medicinal ± in Zimbabwe, T. weliwitschii (Mat.) powdered root used to prevent abortion. T. rhomboidea used in 
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Zimbabwe to treat circumcision wounds by squeezing juice from the root into the wound. 

Vernonia spp. 
Medicinal ± leaves contain alkaloids and can be used to treat wounds. In Zimbabwe infusions prepared from the root 

used to combat infertility. Leaves rubbed on body as insect repellent and to protect against body lice. 

Sources: Banda and Morris (1986) [45], FAO (1988) [46], Kokwaro (1976) [47], Fox and Norwood-Young (1982) [48], Drummond (1984) [49], Ivens 

(1967) [50], Johns et al. (1990) [51], Johns and Kokwaro (1991) [52]. 

 

Medicinal Use 

In the last decade herbal products have gained increasing 

popularity, and are now used by approximately 20% of the 

population. Herbal products are complex mixtures of organic 

chemicals that may come from any raw or processed part of a 

plant, including leaves, stems, flowers, roots, and seeds. 

(Bent, 2008) [86]. The Ayurveda system of medicine was first 

taught and practiced by the ancient Sages of India over 4000 

years ago. It is a highly effective and advanced method of 

treatment with a deep insight to the root causes of ailments 

and its value or the effectiveness has not diminished with the 

time (Ediriweera 2007) [83].  

 

Weeds as a source of bio pesticides 

The production by plants of bioactive secondary metabolites 

is usually an evolutionary response to the threat posed to the 

species by herbivores, many of them insects. So it is not 

surprising that some of these compounds have been shown to 

be insecticidal. About 2000 plant species are reported to 

contain compounds with pest control properties (Secoy and 

Smith, 1983; see also Grange and Ahmed, 1988) [63, 75]. Some 

of the more effective compounds such as nicotine, derris and 

pyrethrum have long been exploited commercially as 

agricultural and household insecticides. There are many 

others which are used traditionally in Africa but their use is 

rarely universal with particular plants being used as insect 

repellents in one area but neglected in another (Chimbe and 

Galley, 1996) [70]. Although the efficacy of extracts from most 

of these plants is poor compared to commercial synthetic 

pesticides, they can still contribute substantially to pest 

control when their use is integrated with other measures and 

often have the advantage of low human toxicity. Some of the 

plant extracts which are active against insect pests are also 

active against fungal and bacterial pathogens. Datura 

stramonium has been shown to provide some control of both 

Alternaria leaf spot (Alternaria macrospora) and bacterial 

blight (Xanthomonas campestris pv. malvacearum) on cotton 

(Bambawale et al., 1995) [65]. Nicandra physaloides is a 

common weed in both the old and new worlds and is known 

to contain an antifeedant compound, nicandrenone. Its use as 

a household fly repellent is common in Peru (Bettolo, 1983) 
[66] and its use for this purpose has been recorded in Africa. 

Secoy and Smith (1983) [75] listed 664 plant species with pest 

control properties, some of which are common weeds. Most 

of the uses reported for these weeds, including N. physaloides, 

were as repellents against insects attacking the human body, 

Datura spp. are also used as rat poison in stored grain. Two 

noxious weeds which produce large quantities of biomass 

which could be exploited for pest control are the water 

hyacinth (Eichornia crassipes L) which decreased populations 

of plant parasitic nematodes when incorporated into soil 

(Siddiqi and Alam, 1989) [68] and Lantana camara which 

produces an antimicrobial compound, (Sharma et al., 1988) 
[87].  

Storage pests are a major problem to smallholders in Africa 

where as much as 10% of their crop may be destroyed during 

storage (Schulten, 1975) [69]. In Malawi where maize is the 

dominant food crop, about 85% of production is stored on-

farm in traditional granaries (Chimbe and Galley, 1996) [70]. 

Losses in store to insect pests, diseases and rodents are 

expensive to control with conventional pesticides and 

resistance in the target population has been known to develop 

towards some of the more commonly used insecticides such 

as malathion (Champ and Dyte, 1976) [71]. For these reasons 

and because compounds used on stored products must be of 

low human toxicity, storage pests are a particularly good 

target for natural pesticides. Natural products have shown 

some activity against two common pests of stored grain, 

Sitophilum spp. and Prostephanus truncatus (Chimbe and 

Galley, 1996; Abdallah et al., 1990; Tiertoniber, 1994) [70, 72, 

74]. Fruits from Datura spp. or whole plants of Leonotis 

africana Briq or Ocimum canem Sims are placed in the 

traditional store to protect the crop from pests (Secoy and 

Smith, 1983) [75]. Extracts from the leaves of O. 

kilimanscharicum were also shown to be insecticidal against 

common stored product pests (Jembere et al., 1995) [76]. 

Weaver et al. (1991) [77] reported that linalol extracted from 

freshly milled O. canem was effective against stored product 

pests, protecting beans against Zabrotes subfasciatus in 

Rwanda. Another species of Ocimum, O. suare Willd. 

Protected stored maize from maize weevils (Sitophilus 

zeamais Motchusky), the lesser grain borer (Rhyzopertha 

dominica Fabricus) and the grain moth (Sitotroga cerealella 

Oliver). Dried or ground leaves and essential oil extract was 

repellent to all three pests but particularly to S. zeamais 

(Hassanali et al. 1990; Bellele et al., 1996) [78, 73]. Marigolds 

(Tagetes spp.) have long been known to produce root 

exudates with nematicidal properties (e.g. Daulton and Curtis, 

1963) [79] and floral and root extract of the common weed 

species in east Africa T. minuta, showed insecticidal activity 

against the adult Mexican bean weevils (Epilachnai spp.) 

(Weaver et al., 1994) [80]. 

 

Nematodes  

Many of the common plant parasitic nematodes have wide 

host ranges and can invade and reproduce on crop and weed 

species (Table 2). Common weed species growing on farm 

land can serve as indicator hosts for nematodes which might 

affect the crop growing there or which may be grown there in 

the future (Hogger and Bird, 1976) [41]. The root-knot 

nematodes (Meloidogyne spp.) are the most damaging 

nematodes in tropical legume and vegetable crops. Several 

common weeds associated with their cultivation in Malawi, 

such as Ageratum conyzoides, Galinsoga parvi¯ora, 

Crotalaria spp., Nicandra physaloides and Corchorus 

olitorius are also hosts for Meloidogyne javanica (Hillocks et 

al., 1995) [45]. Among these weed species, A. conyzoides was 

found to be a particularly good host for the population of M. 

javanica tested (Hillocks, et al., 1995) [45] which appears to be 

the case also in Zimbabwe (Martin, 1959) [43] and in Nigeria 

(Salawu et al., 1991) [44]. 
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Table 2: Different species of weeds and their parasitic nematodes. 
 

Weeds species Nematode or Plant Pathogens 

Acanthospermum hispidum Meloidogyne javanica (Hillocks et al., 1995) [45] 

Ageratum conyzoides 
M. javanica (Hillocks et al. 1995; Madulu and Trudgill, 1993) [45,, 53] Verticillium dahliae Hillocks, 

unpublished), P. solanacearum (Kelman, 1953) [54] 

Amaranthus hybridus Pratylenchus zeae (Jones and Hillocks, 1995) [56], M. javanica (Hillocks et al., 1995) [45] 

Amaranthus spinosus Rotylenchulus reniformis (Inserra et al., 1989) [55] 

Bidens pilosa M. javanica (Saka and Siddiqi, 1979), R. reniformis (Inserra et al., 1989) [55] 

Bidens schiperi M. javanica (Martin, 1959) [43] 

Chenopodium murale M. incognita (Meyer and van Wyk, 1989) [58] 

Commelina benghalensis Pratylenchus zeae (Jones and Hillocks, 1995) [56], P. godeyi (Gowen, unpublished) 

Commelina diffusa R. reniformis (Inserra et al., 1989) [55] 

Corchorus olitorius M. javanica (Hillocks et al., 1995; Madulu and Trudgill, 1993) [45, 53] 

Crotalaria incana P. zeae (Jones and Hillocks, 1995) [56], Bean common mosaic virus (Spence and Walkey, 1995) 

Cynodon dactylon Sporisorium sorghi (Marley, 1995) [84] 

Digitaria spp. P. zeae (Jones and Hillocks, 1995) [56] 

Eleusine indica P. zeae (Jones and Hillocks, 1995) [56] 

Euphorbia heteropylla R. reniformis (Inserra et al., 1989) [55] 

Euphorbia hirta R. reniformis (Inserra et al., 1989) [55] 

Galinsoga ciliata R. reniformis (Inserra et al., 1989) [55] 

Galinsoga parviflora M. javanica (Hillocks et al., 1995; Madulu and Trudgill, 1993) [45, 53] 

Gisekia spp. M. javanica (Madulu and Trudgill, 1993) [53] 

Nicandra physaloides M. javanica (Hillocks et al., 1995) [42] 

Oxygonoum sinuatum M. javanica (Madulu and Trudgill, 1993) [53] 

Portulacca oleracea P. solanacearum (Quimio and Chan, 1979), R. reniformis (Inserra et al., 1989) [55] 

Ricardia scabra M. javanica (Madulu and Trudgill, 1993) [53] 

Rottboellia exalta P. zeae (Jones and Hillocks, 1995) [56] 

Sida acuta M. javanica (Madulu and Trudgill, 1993) [53] 

Xanthium pungens Verticillium dahliae (Evans, 1971) [61] 

 

Conclusion 

As it is well known that weeds are harmful to the main crops 

all the time but in context to use them as food and any other 

useful product like bio-pesticides. In India many of the weeds 

are in used as food and for the medicinal purpose like Bathua 

and Chirchita in Ayurveda. Many of the Tribal peoples still 

using various weeds to consume for the source of nutrients. 

Consequently; in the future as there will be need of extra food 

availability for the raising population of India and world there 

is the requirement of scientific research regarding weed as 

useful source for the human being. Therefore, agriculturists 

and weediologist should pay special attention to identify 

beneficial weeds. They should take care to promote beneficial 

weeds and to preserve and propagate them, which are 

valuable as medicinal and for other uses. It is determined that 

weeds are valuable in the form of edible, medicinal and for 

other uses thus these weeds should be protected.  
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