
A
R

TIC
LE

V O L U M E  3  ·  N O .  1  99

© 2012 International Mycological Association

You are free to share - to copy, distribute and transmit the work, under the following conditions:
Attribution:� � ���������	��
����������
���������	��
��������������	����
��
�������
�������������	����	����	������������	���������
�������
����
������������
��� 
Non-commercial:�� �����	����������������
����
�����
��	����
������
No derivative works:� �����	������	��
���
	����
����
�������������������
���
For any reuse or distribution, you must make clear to others the license terms of this work, which can be found at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/legalcode. Any of the above conditions can be waived if you get 
permission from the copyright holder. Nothing in this license impairs or restricts the author’s moral rights.

�����!�""#$%��	�������&!�&�!'�!����
IMA FUNGUS · VOLUME 3 · NO 1: 99–102

The status of mycology in Africa: A document to promote awareness
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THE IMPORTANCE OF FUNGI CONTRASTED 
TO THE LIMITED CAPACITY TO STUDY THEM
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and morphologically diverse group, with estimates indicating 
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these fungi are visible to humans as larger fungi, such as 
mushrooms, but others are microbial with incredibly high 
numbers of species and individuals present in any substrate 
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parasites causing diseases, and various types of symbionts 
���	��� �������� �	
�
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�	�������0�� ���.����� ��	�� ��������	��
an irreplaceable role in the ecology and micro-ecology of any 
ecosystem, and contribute to the health of living organisms 
������
�	�������.��
���	��.��	���(�
���
�������������.��
of humans, fungi play an incredibly important role as sources 
of food or in processing food, novel sources of industrially 
important enzymes and compounds, human, animal and plant 
�	������������������
�����	���	����� ����������������H�����
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In Africa that is endowed with high biodiversity and unique 
but vulnerable ecosystems, mycology is an endangered 
�����������J���	���������������	�����������	
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Proper fungal inventories and databases are largely non-
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monographs of biodiversity in many African countries rarely 
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in the complete assessment of biodiversity, but also pertains 
to the unawareness of public and decision makers of fungi 
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does not feature in biological checklists and red data listings 
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on the modest assumption that an average of seven new 
fungal species are associated with each of the plant species 
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Africa is third-world with numerous typical problems such 
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��� 	��� �.
�����	������ <��� �	.� ���� H����.�
pressures on the environment and also on already limited 
food sources, compounded by threats of plant pathogens 
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purposes against plant pathogens, comprehensive lists of 
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these threats, the study of pathogenic fungi is also generally 
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neglected despite their importance, and again limited and 
�
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Mycology presents vast opportunities to address the 
.	
����� ��	������ ��� C�
��	�� 7���	��	��� �������������
provides valuable food and medicines and conserves such 
�������� ����� *���
� �� 2�	� &!!��� 2������ �� (�	���
&!!$���<�������.	������������
���������	����
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as straw is practised in numerous rural communities and 
�
�.���� .	��	��� ���
��� ��� �
����� 	��� ������� C�
��	9��
fungal biodiversity represents potential opportunities to 
develop valuable products or by-products to address third 
world environmental and food security related problems, or 
��������.
���������	������
�����������������	�����	���

CAPACITY - WHAT ARE THE NEEDS AND 
RESOURCES FOR MYCOLOGY

(�����������	���.
����������	�������0���	�����
�	������.����
into medical mycology, food mycology, industrial mycology, 
aspects of plant pathology, symbioses, ecology, biodiversity, 
	��������	��������������
�����.
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specialised techniques known for the different groups of fungi 
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involve the same procedures as those for other organisms, 
but for many groups of fungi, a great deal of additional effort 
�������	
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�������������� ��������
�
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�
�
fungi, such as mushrooms, are more tangible and countable, 
it is especially these cultured fungi that are more numerous 
��������������������
����������)�������������J�
��
��
��
even with the larger fungi, the absence of fruiting bodies 
does not necessarily imply the absence of the fungus, but 
are merely tied to the absence of special environmental 
������������������.��������
�������������
�������������

Ideally, living isolates and biologically inactive herbarium 
specimens of fungi should be preserved in culture collections 
and herbaria, respectively, where these will continue to 
�� 	.	��	��� ��
� ������ ��� ���
� ������������� <�� ���� ���
do this are quite different from those of preserving various 
types of animals and plants, and in general are more costly, 
�	���
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�� ���
����������	�������������H���������� �	
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fungi are kept in private research collections under immense 
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necessary to either identify known fungi, for instance in the 
case of pathogens where the correct identity is vital, or to be 
	���������	���	�������������	�������
����������������7����
�������	������ 	
� ����� .
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of variation in the fungal kingdom, the specialization and 
techniques required to identify different groups, and limited 
���	��H�
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�������������	���
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as funding and infrastructure are quite delimiting, and both 
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� ����	��	��� 
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increasing interest from global funding organizations in Africa, 
mycologists usually have to compete with other biologists 
��
����� ����� ��
� ���
��	��	��� 	��� .������ �
�	�������
^���
��������	������������	
��	�������@�
	��������	��
�����	�����������	�����������	�������
�����H�
���
and mentors to provide guidance and training, and available 
students interested and funded to do projects, are more 
����������������[H�
��������������	����������������	������	���
��	������	
���������������������	�����.
��	��������.���
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THREATS TO FUNGI IN AFRICA

<�� �	�� �
������ H������� ��� C�
��	� 	�������� ��.
�����
	��� ����
�� ��� 	���	��� 	��� ��	����� 	����� ��� �������<���
problems include slash and burn, overgrazing, alien 
plant invasions, reforestations with non-native trees, 
encroachment, fragmentation, poor land management, 
��
	�	������ 	��� �
	����
�	����� �3
�Q������ et al.� &!�!��
5�	�	���3
�Q������&!�!���4��.
�� �������
��� ��� ��	��
fungi are not at all included in any such assessments, nor 
	
� ��� ������ 	��� ���	��� ��� ���� ������ ������� <��
�
diversity and functionality are understudied, and hence the 
impact of anthropogenic activities is unknown and the need 
��
�����
.	������.
�������<����.	��.����������)�	��.�
������ �����������������H���� ��
���	����	��������
�.��
to be introduced, and the displacements of native fungi are 
��������������

Numbers of microfungi and larger, visible fungi are 
���	��	
���� �������� ����� �������� O�� ��� �
���
�� ���
produce food, indiscriminate spraying of especially non-
selective fungicides by farmers is detrimental to fungi 
����

����������)	�
������
	�� �
�����C�
��	��
�Q��	�����
�
��� ���	�� ����� ����
������ ����� 	�� ������ ��� ��� �
��G��
genus Terfezia� 	��� ��	��
���� �Cantharellus��� ���� ����
	
����	����	�����.
�	
.�����
��
	�������	�����<����������
habitat due to deforestation for settlement and cultivation in 
C�
��	����	�	
�����	���	�����	����������������������	���������
J�
��
��
���
��	
����
������
��
����������	��������
charcoal, timber, and tourist ornaments, and thus the fungi 
occurring with them as natural pathogens or endophytes 
������ ��	��� �������� 	���� ���	��	
��5��
���� ����	�� �	H	�
	
� ����� ���
������ ��
	��� ��� H���������� 	����� ����� ���
�
symbiotically associated plant species and generally in small 
��Q������������C�
����^��*������� ��
	�����	
�
�������
���2�������	�����'!������������������������������
�����O�
P���&!�������.��.��������������	���������	��	���.�����
on fungal biodiversity and the need to elaborate ecosystems-
�	�������
.	�������
	������

Africa has a rich tradition of ethnomycology that has 
���� ��� ��� ��������� ��� ����� �	
���� <�� �
	������	��
knowledge and practices are, however, declining from one 
generation to another, with older generations often still 
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�������������
� �����.
�������
�����<���
factors are compounded by poverty, land allocation, and land 
use practices, which usually take preference above the need 
���	����������������

<�� �	��� ��� �	�	����� ��� ��������� ��� ��� ��� �.
	��
��	������� @���� �������� ��� 	�
	��� ��������� ��� ���	����
funding for basic mycology is even scarcer, and can 
���	��������������	������
�	�������
�]��������������
�
fungi play an important role, such as plant pathology, food 
���
���������� ���	���.� ����������� 	��%�
� 	�����	������ ���
��
��� 
��
	������ 4
�	
�	� 	��� ��.���� �����
� �����������
are battling to maintain high standards or even to survive, 
������ �	������ ���
��� ��
� ��.������	�����	
�������� �������
<���	
������
����������
��	��������������
�.	�������
�
collections and that are carried by research funds and the 
����	������������	
�����	
�
�	
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���	
�	�������
���
	���
<��� ����������� 	
� ��� �	��
� ��� ����� ����� ���� ����
funds become unavailable or the researchers discontinue 
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� ��
��� 7���� �
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	��������������������������������������C����������
issues are usually the reasons for the “brain drain” of talented 
mycologists to other continents, from which some never 
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� ������������ ����
	������
the special needs of mycologists and the lack of general 
checklists, and these processes are also often coupled with 
��
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MANY OPPORTUNITIES IN AFRICA

<�� 
���� 	��� ���I�� �����.
����� ��� C�
��	� 	��� ����������
knowledge systems present numerous opportunities for 
����	�� ���)H���
	������ ��	
	��
�Q	����� ��� ������� ���)
prospecting, and potential downstream applications paired 
������	�	���������������J�
� ������� ����������.
����� ���.�
��	����
���	�����+����������
��.������5�
��
��4�����
�
�����
��� ����� ���
� H����.� �����
��� ��� ����������C�
��	�
in a sense can start with a clean slate with not too many 
�
������������	���	H������	��	����������� ����
���
���.��
<���	]�
������������.
������	�	��	��	���������	���������
to the current global biodiversity initiatives and need not be 
�	
.�����
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����
.�����	���H����.��������(�	������
approaches such as direct environmental sequencing or the 
use of other biochemical or molecular typing techniques of 
microbial communities, also present novel techniques to 

��.����	������������������	���������	
����	�����������
C�����������
������	������H��������
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passionate and diverse mycologists are practising their 
science with few resources, and often at an international 
�.���C�����
�������
�	����	�����
�����H�
����	�
	���
H���������������C�
��	�������
����(���������������	���.��
through a system of African and global connections and 
����	��
	�������7����H�
�������	���	������	�����	�����
����
role to perpetuate mycological research and teaching 
���	�����>������� ����
�	��� ���� ����
������
������� ��� ��	��
numerous local students can be motivated and engaged to 
make a career in mycology, as fungal science is perceived to 
��	����	����
����������������	��������
������5��
����
students also do their pre- and postgraduate studies at 
African centres or abroad, and often at acclaimed research 
�
�������
� ����	���	����	��� ����
�������������� ��
	���
�	����	�����������
��
������H�
���������	��������
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�	�����
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good will towards biological sciences also may include more 
����
����������
�����������
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under communities in attempts not to lose those skills and 
knowledge, and these are useful initiatives to show the value 
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���.
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groups for communities and amateur mycologists are driven 
by individuals or groups of mycologists, who are usually 
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importance of including fungi in biodiversity and conservation 
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conservationists, and from government, and thus play the 
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community and disseminating interesting, useful or essential 
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CONCLUSION

@������������	��������������	���������	����	����.
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�	
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to attract students with pertinent and stimulating teaching 
and research projects, and to build capacity through post-
�
	��	���
	�������O�����
�	��.�����������	�	��������C�
��	��
strong ties must be sought and fostered with international 
����	��
	��
����������������	������������

A choice must be made if mycology in Africa is to grow 
stronger and become more prominent, or if it will merely 
�����������H�����7�
����	������������	�������������	
���	���
will be necessary to build mycology in Africa, and these must 
not be from a few individuals, but from numerous people and 
�	����E��������	�����
��
���������������������
����.
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In the open world we live in today, numerous ways of 
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����� 	��� ����	��
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Novel, different ways of doing things must be sought if current 
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but if even one of these challenges can be addressed and a 
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