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Zootherapy is the healing of human ailments by using therapeutics based medicines obtained from animals. The 
present study reports the use of drugs of animal origin that have been practiced by the people of Kunama in Kafta-
Humera district, Northern Ethiopia. Ethnozoological data was collected from 30 traditional healers who were selected 
based on their experience and recognition as experts from September to November, 2010. Sixteen species of 
medicinal animals were collected and identified for treating 18 different human ailments, of which about 44% were 
domestic animals. The traditional medicine were administrated orally (14, 63.6%) and dermatologically (8, 36.4%). 
Majority (17, 77.3%) of the remedy preparations did not have additive substances. Different parts and products of 
animals that were used for remedy preparations include bile, milk, blood, pancreas, urine, hair and fecal matter. The 
medicinal animals have various methods of preparation for different types of ailments like crushing, powdering, 
squeezing, direct use and cooking. Most of the traditional medicinal animal preparations were used in fresh form (16, 
72.7%). Further studies concerning the conservation and management of the animal resources are needed. People of 
the study area should take care of their animal resources so as not cause total eradication. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
The traditional medical knowledge of indigenous people 
across the globe has played an important role in iden-
tifying living organisms which are important for treating 
human health problems and livestock. The investigation 
for new pharmaceuticals from naturally occurring 
biological material has been guided by ethnobiological 
data (Blakeney, 1999). Ingredients sourced from wild 
plants and animals are used in traditional medicines and 
as raw materials in the preparation of modern medicines 
and herbal preparations (Kang, 2003). According to the 
World Health Organization (1993), about 80% of the 
world people rely primarily on animal and plant-based 
medicines. Since ancient times, animals and their 
products have been used in the preparation of traditional 
remedies in various cultures (Lev, 2003).  
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The healing of human ailments by using therapeutics 

based medicines obtained from animals is called 
zootherapy (Costa-Neto, 2005). It plays a significant role 
in the healing practices, magic rituals and religions so-
cieties all over the world (Angeletti el al., 1992; Rosner, 
1992). Zootherapy constitutes an important alternative in 
modern societies, among many other known therapies 
practiced worldwide (Alves and Rosa, 2005). Wild and 
domestic animals and their by-products such as hooves, 
skins, bones, feathers and tusks are important 
ingredients in the preparation of curative, protective and 
preventive medicine (Adeola, 1992; Anageletti et al., 
1992).  

Traditional medicines have been found to be an 
invaluable guide in present day to the screening of 
important modern drugs such as digitoxin, reserpine, 
tubocurarine, and ephedrine (Anyinam, 1995). Of the 252  
essential chemicals selected by the World Health 
Organization, 8.7% came from animals (Dedeke et al., 



  
 
 

 
Table 1. Background characteristics of sample respondents (n=30).  

 
Item Alternative Count Percentage 

 

Sex 
Male 21 70 

 

Female 9 30  

 
 

 35-44 7 23.33 
 

Age 45-60 8 26.66 
 

 >60 15 50 
 

Educational Illiterate 27 90 
 

status Literate 3 10 
 

 
 

 

2006). Loss of traditional knowledge has impact on the 
development of modern medicine (Alves and Rosa, 
2005). It is important to document the traditional 
knowledge of human communities, since the majority of 
such communities are losing their socioeconomic and 
cultural characteristics (Alves and Rosa, 2005).  

In Ethiopia, many ethnic communities are dispersed all 
over the country and these people mainly use local 
traditional medicine for their health care. Enormous work 
has been done on ethnobotany and traditional medicine 
in the country, but reports about enthozoology of Ethiopia 
are still lacking. The present study was carried out to 
investigate the use of drugs of animal origin that have 
been practiced by the people of Kunama in Kafta-Humera 
District, Northern Ethiopia. 
 

 

Study area 

 

The study was conducted in Kafta-Humera District, Tigray 
National Regional State, Northern Ethiopia, specifically 
Hlet-Coca sub-district in Northern Ethiopia. The district is 
about 560 km to the West of Mekelle, the Capital City of 
Tigray Regional State, with an altitude ranging from 580 
to 1820 m above sea level; and estimated population of 
94,210 (Berhane and Ahmed, 2008). In the study district, 
there are 15 rural and two urban kebeles with a 
population of 70, 210 and 24,000 respectively, where 
households in rural kebeles are clustered in confined 
areas, but did not have municipality (lack of which 
identifies as rural setting). Most of the residents are 
returnees from Sudan after the cessation of civil war in 
Ethiopia (Berhane and Ahmed, 2008). 
 

 
METHODS 
 
In order to acquire ethnozoological information about the medicinal 
animal and their products used in traditional medicine, a study was  
conducted from September to November, 2010. The 
ethnozoological data (local name of animals, mode of preparation 
and administration, part of the animal used and ingredients added) 

 
 

 
were collected through semi-structured interview (Yirga, 2010a, b; 
Zerabruk and Yirga, 2011) with 30 informants (21 males and 9 
females). The selection of informants was based on their 
experience, recognition as experts and knowledge concerning 
traditional medicine and their age ranged from 35 to 65 years. 
Plates of each medicinal animal were collected on spot for 
identification. Identification of the medicinal animals was done in 
Mekelle University, using internet, by comparison with collected 
plates and illustrations. 
 

 

RESULTS 

 

Most of the traditional healers were illiterate (90%) and 
were males (70%) and 76.7% were older than 45 years 
(Table 1). Sixteen species of medicinal animals were 
collected and identified for treating 18 different human 
ailments of which about 44% were domestic animals 
(Table 2). The traditional medicine were administrated 
orally (14, 63.6%) and through dermal (8, 36.4%). 
Majority (17, 77.3%) of the remedy preparation did not 
have additive substance while the remaining had different 
additive substance like cheese, sugar, water, garlic, soot 
and black lead. Different parts and products of animals 
were used for remedy preparations including bile, milk, 
blood, pancreas, urine, hair and fecal matter (Table 2). 
The medicinal animals have various methods of 
preparation for different types of ailments like crushing, 
powdering, squeezing, direct use and cooking (Figure 1). 
Most of the traditional medicinal animal preparations were 
used in fresh form (16, 72.7%). Goiter, tenea vesicular, 
night blindness, abdominal cramp and migraine 
headache were some of the important diseases in the 
study area (Table 2). 
 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

People in Northern Ethiopia used various animal species 
located in their immediate surroundings and remote areas 
to cure their diseases and improve their health. Nature 
has been the source of medicinal agents for 



 
 
 

 
Table 2. List of medicinal animals, diseases treated, ingredients added, and condition of animals used in the study area.   

 
 Vernacular name Species name Family Diseases treated Ingredients added Condition of animal used Parts used 

 

 Dumu Felis domesticus Felidae Goiter None Fresh Urine 
 

 Derho Gallus domesticus Phasianidae Tenea vesicular None Fresh Bile 
 

 Kinfz Paraechinus aethiopicus  Abdominal cramp None Dry Stomach 
 

   Erinaceidae Diarrhea None Fresh Bile 
 

    Abdominal cramp None Fresh Bile 
 

 
Gimel Camelus dromedarius Camelidae 

Stanbic pain None Fresh Milk 
 

 
Migraine headache None Fresh Whole animal  

    
 

 Teli Capra hircus Bovidae Dandruff Water Fresh or dry Fecal matter 
 

 Adigi Equus asinus asinus Equidae Common cold None Fresh Milk 
 

 Bege Ovis aries Bovidae Night blindness None Fresh Pancreas 
 

 Tsidenay   Heart failure None Fresh Haney 
 

 
Zibe Crocuta crocuta Hyaenidae 

Tuberculosis None Fresh or dry Meat 
 

 
Sexual attraction Soot and black lead Dry Lip  

    
 

 Mefles Phacochoerus aethiopicus Suidae Arthritis None Fresh Blood 
 

 Harmaz Loxodonte africana Elephantidae Migraine headache Water Fresh or dry Fecal matter 
 

 Agazen Cervus elaphus Cervidae Urinary retention None Fresh Urine 
 

 Beray Bos taurus Bovidae Malaria None Fresh Urine 
 

 Hibey Erythrocebus patas Cercopithecidae Muscle spasm None Fresh Buttock 
 

    Allergic Cheese and sugar Fresh Honey 
 

 Nhiby Apis mellifera Apidae Burn None Fresh Honey 
 

    Common cold Milk and garlic Fresh Haney 
 

 Mantile Oryctolagus cuniculus Leporidae Burn None Dry Hair 
 

 

 

thousands  of  years  and  a  number  of  modern sixteen   species   of   medicinal   animals   were Ayurvedic  medicine in India is based on animal- 
drugs  have  been  isolated  from natural sources collected  and  identified  for  treating  18  different derived  substances  (cheese,  milk,  meat,  eggs, 
based   on   their   use   in   traditional   medicine human  ailments  from  Kunama  in  Kafta-Humera chicken,seashellandanimalparts) 
(Ghorbani et al.,  2006).  In  the present study, district, Northern Ethiopia. About 15  to  20%  of  the (Unnikrishnan, 1998). Jain et  al.  (2007)  reported 
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Figure 1. Methods of preparation of traditional medicinal animals’ remedies in the 
study area. 

 

 

from 85 remedies used to cure various ailments in 
Rajasthan, India.  

Majority of the traditional healers were older than 45 
years. It is not easy to get their traditional medicinal infor-
mation in Ethiopia as they considered their indigenous 
knowledge a professional secret, only to be passed orally 
to their older son, at their oldest age (Jansen, 1981). 
Traditional healers in Ethiopia held their indigenous 
knowledge in secret (Yirga, 2010a; Zerabruk and Yirga, 
2011).  

Animals are not only used in traditional medicines but 
are also increasingly needed as raw materials in the 
preparation of modern medicines. Nearly 8.7% of the 252 
essential chemicals selected by the World Health 
Organization came from animals (Dedeke et al., 2006). 
There has been increasing attention paid to animals as 
sources for new medicines (Jain et al., 2007). They have 
been methodically tested by pharmaceutical companies 
as sources of drugs for modern medical science (Kunin 
and Lawton, 1996) and the current percentage of animal 
sources for producing essential medicines is quite 
significant (Jain et al., 2007). Medicinal folklore has 
proved to be an invaluable guide in present day to the 
screening of important modern drugs such as digitoxin, 
reserpine, tubocurarine and ephedrine (Anyinam, 1995).  

However, the traditional knowledge is eroding very 
rapidly, which calls for urgent action to document all 
related data before the traditional knowledge is lost 
forever. The knowledge with the traditional healing 
practices using animals is now fast disappearing due to 
modernization (Jain et al., 2007). Loss of traditional 
knowledge has much impact on the development of 

 
 

 

modern medicine. Most (56%) of the traditional medicinal 
animals were wild animals. Indigenous people have been 
collecting medicines from local plants and animals 
without threatening the population dynamics of the 
species because of the low level of harvesting (Jain et al., 
2007). There is massive loss of wildlife across the globe 
due to over-hunting (Robinson and Bennett, 2000, 2002; 
Bennett et al., 2002) and over-fishing (Boehlert, 1996; 
Steneck, 1998; Jennings and Kaiser, 1998; Jennings et 
al., 2001) which has been causing severe constraints on 
the availability and accessibility of plant and animal 
species used for medicinal purposes (Anyinam, 1995).  

Sixteen species of medicinal animals were collected 
and identified for treating 18 different human ailments 
along with their parts used and the mode of admini-
stration. Further studies concerning the conservation and 
management of the medicinal animal are needed. 
Training the local people on resource use, value, 
management and conservation, would be of paramount 
importance since it helps animals’ resources to be utilized 
in a sustainable way. 
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