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Abstract

Urban ethnobiology is a scientific discipline focused on relationship and
interactions between people and living things in urban ecosystems. In the face
of overpopulation, climate change and Capitalocene, those relationships and
interactions, part of people’s systems of beliefs, values and perceptions and
embedded in urban ecological knowledge, it is of great importance to identify,
document and interpret this type of knowledge, especially in major cities,
including those of people’s living in the capital city of Albania, Tirana. In this
article we will try to give insights on today’s major trends in urban
ethnobiology and the basic notions which accompany them, and to address the
why’s and how's to conduct future ethnobiological studies in our cities. That
is because these kinds of studies are absent. Additionally, in line with today s
scientific methods and communications technologies developments, we
recommend that during ethnobiological fieldwork it is crucial the involvement
and engagement of communities living in cities, through community-based
research approach and citizen science projects for a meaningful and
sustainable future.
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Pérmbledhje

Etnobiologjia urbane éshté njé disipliné shkencore qé ka si géllim njohjen e
marrédhénieve dhe bashkéveprimeve mes njerézve dhe gjallesave té tjera né
ekosistemet urbane. Né kushtet e mbipopullimit té qyteteve, krizés klimatike
dhe té jetuarit né epokén e Kapitalocenit, marrédhéniet dhe bashkéveprimet
mes njerézve dhe biotés urbane, shénjuar prej sistemeve té besimeve, vlerave
dhe perceptimeve té njerézve qé jetojné né qytete, lind nevoja jo vetém e
identifikimit dhe dokumentimit té tyre, qé brendésohen ose mishérohen né dijet
tradicionale urbane por dhe interpretimit té tyre né dobi té zhvillimit té



140 JNS 34/2023

qgéndrueshém né qytete, pérfshiré dhe Tiranén. Né kété artikull, do té
pérpigemi té hedhim drité né prirjet e sotme té etnobiologjisé urbane dhe
konceptet bashkéshogéruese, si dhe do té adresojmé nevojén pér té realizuar
studime né gytetet tona, sidomos né kryeqytet. Kjo pasi kéto tip studimesh né
vendin toné mungojné. Gjithashtu, né pérputhje me zhvillimet e sotme
metodologjike, ne rekomandojmé qé studimet vendase me karakter
etnobiologjik lipset té realizohen pérmes pérfshirjes dhe angazhimit té
komuniteteve qé jetojné né qytete, duke u mbéshtetur né té ashtuquajturat
ruajtjien me bazé komunitetin dhe shkencén e qytetarit.

Fjalé kyce: etnobiologji urbane, dije tradicionale urbane, ruajtjia me bazé
komunitetin, shkenca e gytetarit, Tirana

Introduction

More than half of the world population now lives in cities and there has been
a continuous decrease of green areas and agricultural land (Ritchie & Roser,
2019; Girardet, 1992; EEA, 1998). By 2050, it is projected that close to 7
billion people will live in urban areas (UN, 2018). Most common reasons
associated with rural to urban migration are linked to life satisfaction (D’ Acci,
2021), social and economic development (Satterthwaite, 2000) which
additionally triggers inequalities (Kuddus, Tynan & McBride, 2020) and
associated problems related to overpopulation, namely “urban diseases” or
“big cities diseases” thus cities becoming a hotspot for rapid spread of
infectious diseases (Alirol ef al., 2011; Neiderud, 2015; Aguilar, 2022) besides
region heterogeneity observed during COVID-19 pandemic (Han et al., 2022;
Sun, Troxell & Tibshirani, 2023).

Additionally, the risks associated with extreme weather events like prolonged
and severe heat waves and flash floods because of human induced global
warming are strong warnings for people living in urban areas. Global warming
is considered the most important existential challenge for humanity and beside
the hubris term of Anthropocene (Brondizio & Moran, 2013; Visconti, 2014).
affects national security (Arnall, 2023), climate migration (Kaczan & Orgill-
Meyer, 2020), living conditions and health (Kumar, 2021), economic and
social inequality (Islam, 2017; Diffenbaugh and Burke, 2019), natural and
social ecosystem (Malhi et al., 2020; Rising et al., 2022), biodiversity
(Habibullah et al., 2022), water and food availability (He et al. 2021; Baldos
& Hertel, 2015) and should be conceptualized from an holistic approach to
mitigate the above mentioned undesirable effects (Bajrami, 2022).
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Furthermore, when discussing climate changes, we should consider the global
related processes in relation to historical and the contemporary economic
system. Some authors have labelled the present times as Capitalocene to
emphasize the fact that climate changes should be considered a product of
human’s overexploitation of natural resources (Moore, 2016; Arons 2023;).

In this context, particular attention should be directed to the problem of
widening income and climate inequalities which are in juxtaposition with
community interests.

The “New Normal” or overpopulation and global warming occurs and affects
mostly in cities. Because of the cities’ self-administration, they create various
ecological conditions for taxa sheltering (Gilbert, 1989). From this point of
view, after the fall of communism during the 1990s, Tirana has grown
exponentially both in terms of population and urban construction. Some of the
most pressing problems that Tirana faces are rapid urban construction which
affects the quality of air, the urban heat island effect, increases existing
economic inequality and raises the intricate problem of gentrification.
Additionally, urban construction affects urban biodiversity and urban green
spaces. The latter are characterized by a very wide reaction rate, which shows
the changes very late. When these changes are detected, it will be impossible
to recover those (Mesiti & Dinga, 2011). Within this context is impossible not
to focus on the relationships and interactions between people and urban
biodiversity. But first, let’s discuss the most important historical phases of
ethnobiology in Albania.

Concise history of ethnobiology in Albania

The history of ethnobiology is related to the development of theories and
methodologies in other scientific disciplines which served to the holistic
approach of ethnobiological studies (Bajrami et al., 2023). According to
Clement (1998) the history of ethnobiology comprises three phases or periods:
pre- classic, classic and post- classic. The first phase (1860-1899) coincides
with the birth of scientific disciplines of ethnobotany and ethnozoology;
during the second phase (1950-1980) an emic approach was adopted from
anthropology and cognitive psychology; the third phase (1981-1992) was
focused on the importance of the conservation of natural resources (Clement,
1998).

Furthermore, Hunn (2007) recognized four phases: pre- classic (until 1950s);
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cognitive ethnobiology (1950 —1970); ethnoecology (1970 - 1980) and the
right of indigenous people (indigenous ethnobiology (1990- to this day).
Consequently, a fifth phase was proposed which is known as conservation
ethnobiology (Wyndham et al. 2011). On this phase, the importance of
ethnobiological studies in the face of climate change and the need to preserve
cultural biodiversity took priority (Bajrami et al., 2023; Hidayati et al., 2015;
Wolverton, 2013; Wyndham et al., 2011).

Additionally, in line with theoretical developments in evolutionary theory
(The Extended Evolutionary Synthesis) and the theory of Cultural Evolution
(CE) during the 1980s, an evolutionary approach permeated ethnobiology. In
short, researchers were interested in the factors which influenced cultural
evolution and the adaptive nature of culture in humans (Bajrami & Qirjo 2019;
Bajrami, Qirjo & Sokoli 2019). On this ground, a sixth phase of ethnobiology
was proposed, namely, evolutionary ethnobiology (Albuquerque & Medeiros,
2013; Albuquerque & Ferreira Junior, 2017; Albuquerque et al., 2022; Santoro
et al., 2018).

In a latest article (Bajrami et al., 2023) three phases of ethnobiology in Albania
were proposed. According to the authors, in the first phase, several travelers,
missionaries, naturalists, anthropologists, botanists etc. have conducted
studies and were focused on identification and mode of uses of plants (Saragi
& Damo, 2021). This phase corresponds with the first phase proposed by
Hunn. The second phase is related to the communism period in Albania (1945-
1990). It can be differently considered as the “autochthonous ethnobiology of
socialism” which corresponds with the emic and systemic phase (Bajrami et
al., 2023). It is important to state that during this phase, many ethnobiological
states of knowledge and practices by Albanians researchers were collected,
with numerous articles and books published. Finally, in the third phase, or the
post-communist ethnobiology (2000- currently) collaboration efforts between
Albanian researchers and foreigners were important in documenting
traditional ecological knowledge and several ethnobiological studies were
conducted, in line with conservation ethnobiology methodology (Bajrami et
al., 2023).

Urban ecological knowledge: A new paradigm

During the development of ethnobiology as a scientific discipline, researchers
were mostly focused on traditional ecological knowledge of people living in
rural areas (Albuquerque et al, 2023). This happened in Albania too;
ethnobiological studies were focused mostly on isolated villages, with a much
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less focus on ethnic minorities and almost absent in the southern part of
Albania (Bajrami, 2023). Therefore, urban ethnobiological studies were not
conducted in urban areas. Additionally, with a few exceptions, exists a
substantial lack of urban biodiversity studies in Albania even though the study
of urban areas is a research trend in other countries (Paparisto, Qosja and
Demiri 1962; Mesiti & Dinga, 2017; Paparisto, Halimi and Bego, 2022).
Studies concerning urban biodiversity were performed in the city of Tirana,
where 40% of Albanian flora are found (Mesiti, 2016).

The importance of ethnobiological studies in urban areas in Albania is related
to the documentation and interpretation of urban ecological knowledge which
will serve as a basis for a new scientific discipline in the country such as urban
ethnobiology. Furthermore, ethnobiological methods can show how
demographic movements affect transmission and interaction with the
environment. Urban centers are a main "hotspot" for the spread of non-native
species, with different purposes of use, which also brings new approaches to
knowledge about the environment. Mainly non-native species are intended to
be introduced into everyday life, for aromatic-medicinal, nutritional and/or
ornamental reasons (gardening) (Dinga & Mesiti, 2008).

The classic definition of traditional ecological knowledge encompasses the
whole knowledge and practices related to the environment by a certain group
of people or social community which are embedded in social-ecological
systems (Colding & Barthel 2019). Shortly, traditional ecological knowledge
is considered part of culture, is learned, and transmitted via enculturation, has
an adaptive nature and are always changing to solve the adaptive problems,
mostly those related to survival (Bajrami & Qirjo, 2019).

We could argue that urban ecological knowledge changes more frequently and
the rhythm of change is much higher.  This could be explained
demographically: a larger population living in urban areas has a larger pool of
cultural variants compared to those living in rural areas. Multicultural urban
context is complex and subsequently, cultural evolution factors such as
cultural selection will change the proportion of urban ecological knowledge
present in a society. For example, this happens with plant preferences, favoring
native plants much more than spontaneous plants, which characterize the new
urban ecosystems (Teixeira et al, 2022). Additionally, it is important to
mention that in a smaller population, like those found in rural areas, the
probability of fixation or even loss of urban ecological knowledge is much
higher. Moreover, we need to mention cultural niche which is related to the
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continuous modification of the environment by society members to solve
adaptive problems (Boyd et al., 2011). As we can imagine, in an urban context,
the cultural niche effect is greater, like the scale of the modification of urban
environments by people, a process which goes as far as 11.000 years ago.

Additionally, other valuable aspects such as the involvement and engagement
of respondents living in an urban area during ethnobiological studies are
beginning to take hold (Carayannis et al., 2021). In support of this claim, we
believe that using citizen science as a tool to record ethnobiological data will
empower both citizens and researchers, because it is a functional tool, made
possible by communication technological developments in recent times (Kalle
etal., 2022).

Conclusions

Overpopulation, global warming, and economic inequality across the world
influence citizens’ life quality and threaten urban ecosystems. Urban
ethnobiology as a relatively late new scientific discipline should be concerned
not only with the identification, documentation, and interpretations of urban
ecological knowledge but with policy making and implementation of social
and environmental policies to improve people’s life. During democratic
transition in Albania, large transformations in different levels of organization
such as politics, social, and living environment occurred. Those
transformations were reflected in people’s perceptions, beliefs, and values,
embedded in urban ecological knowledge.

Unfortunately, urban ecological knowledge and urban biodiversity has not
been at the forefront of studies Albania. For this reason, it was important for
us to stress the much needed theoretically and methodological bases for future
ethnobiological studies in Albania, which should not only confine to rural
areas but include the cities. In this context, bearing in mind the rapid scale of
urbanization, heat waves and economic polarization in the last years, future
ethnobiological studies in Tirana should focus on the documentation and
conservation of both urban biodiversity and urban ecological knowledge. Most
importantly, they should consider urban communities’ interests by
implementation of social and environmental policies for sustainable
development. Furthermore, these studies should put community partnership at
the forefront by using citizen science projects to store urban biodiversity and
urban ecological knowledge and create a valuable database for both
researchers and citizens in the future.
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