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Abstract: The use of firewood by most rural communities in the Vhembe district has been a norm. This practice of using firewood for livelihood 

continues in those villages despite the presence of electricity.  The purpose of this study was to investigate the utilization of plant species for 

firewood purpose. Thirty-four informants were interviewed on the use of firewood through a semi-structured interview. Forty-one firewood 

species were recorded at the study site. The most highly represented family is Fabaceae followed by Rubiaceae and Combretaceae. The three 

mostly used firewood species were Vepris lanceolata, Parinari curatelifolia and Xylopia parviflora. Preclusion of twenty plant species for 

firewood due to taboo and other reasons was also recorded. The prevalence in utilization of indigenous plants as firewood is an issue that 

needs immediate attention in terms of monitoring populations of species involved.  
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Firewood is globally used for different purposes. In 

developing countries, it is used for cooking, light, warmth, 

firing clay pots and preparation of medicines (McElhinny et 

al 2005). Continued use of firewood is exacerbated by lack 

of electricity to 1.2 billion people around the world 

(Ketlhoilwe and Kanene 2018). There are many rural 

communities that rely on firewood for their sustenance 

(Cardoso et al 2017, Mashile et al 2019). However, 

unsustainable harvesting of firewood can lead to permanent 

forest degradation (Medeiros et al 2012). The extraction and 

collection of dead wood or branches can have an impact on 

the structure of the forest and biodiversity (Ndangalasi et al 

2007). When cash is need, people begin to sell firewood, 

and this contributes to high collection value. In countries like 

Australia, firewood is purchased from merchants (Driscoll et 

al 2000). Some people collect firewood themselves and it is 

an affordable way of living since it minimises the use of 

electricity and other expensive fuels (Madubansi and 

Shackleton 2007). Heavy use of firewood exerts pressure on 

native forests, leading to loss of biomass, tree and shrub 

diversity (Martínez  2015).

Swemmer (2009) affirmed that in most rural 

communities within the bushveld regions of Africa and South 

Africa rely on firewood for their household energy needs. 

Reliance of tropical African rural communities on firewood for 

energy needs is influenced by fact that it is still regarded as a 

cheap source when compared to other alternative forms of 

energy (Uhunamure et al 2017). In South African rural 

communities, firewood is still regarded as traditional source 

of energy within the different energy mix. Limpopo Province 

of South Africa with a high population of rural communities 

has the highest consumption of fuelwood (Uhunamure 

2017). Some traditions have precluded certain plant species 

for firewood because of cultural taboo and the poor quality of 

wood (Maroyi 2012). Some plant species are strictly 

prohibited, whereas some are partially avoided (Tabuti et al 

2003). The aim of the study was to investigate the plant 

species that are preferred as firewood and those that are 

avoided. Identifying firewood species and monitoring the 

harvesting impact may assist in the maintenance of 

ecosystem. This becomes important because Swemmer 

(2009), suggests that global climate change is likely to 

damage the ecosystem that supply wood as a result of 

unprecedented heat waves and droughts.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study was conducted in the Musina local 

municipality (22˚19 ́ 5.099 ̋ to 22˚ 19 ́ 17.839 ̋ south latitudes 

and from 28˚ 57 ́ 53.895 ̋ to 30˚36 ́ 55.821 ̋ east longitudes) 

which falls within Vhembe District on the northern part of 

Limpopo Province of South Africa. Questionnaire was used 

to collect data through semi-structured interviews with local 

participants. The participants selected based on availability 

and willingness to participate in the study comprised of youth, 

middle age and elders. The interviews focused of plant 

names, availability and place of collection, prohibited 

species, reasons for species prohibition and reasons behind 

the choice of firewood as a source of fuel. Data from 

administered questionnaires was transferred into Microsoft 

Excel programme for descriptive statistical analysis.


