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TRADITIONAL MEDICINE

India is home to over 8,000 species of
medicinal plants — and they’re
increasingly under threat

For many indigenous communities, they are an integral part of
primary healthcare.

Aathira Perinchery f w
Feb 25,2020 - 01:30 pm
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Neem is one of the most widely-used medicinal plants in India. | Noah Seelam/AFP

Five trillion US dollars.

That’s how much the overall international trade in medicinal plants and their products alone is expected to amount to by
the year 2050. Estimates, as far as medicinal plants go, are many. According to one by the World Health Organisation, 70%
to 95% of people in many developing countries rely largely on traditional medicine, mostly herbal remedies, for primary

healthcare. In 2006, researchers estimated that more than 70,000 plant species were being used in medicines worldwide.

However, despite their growing economic importance, medicinal plants — as an ecosystem service crucial to human health,
livelihood and knowledge — are not popular in discourse. And with global biodiversity loss and erosion of traditional
knowledge systems, threats to medicinal plants and their associated knowledge are many. Increased commercialisation of

medicinal plant resources also brings in issues of access to this wealth and equitable sharing of benefits.

According to the Botanical Survey of India, India is home to more than 8,000 species of medicinal plants. The country has a

rich history of traditional healing systems, many of which list the use of these plants. For instance, the oldest printed book
on Indian medicinal plants, Hortus Malabaricus — a 12-volume treatise on the medicinal plants of the Malabar region along

India’s west coast — dates back to 1678.

Even in current times, research on medicinal plants and their use across India documents how local communities,
especially indigenous ones, still use them in their daily lives. In the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, four indigenous
communities, including the Jarawas, use 39 endemic medicinal plants for their health needs and 17 of these are used to
cure multiple ailments, finds a 2018 study. Of the 83 plant species used by the semi-pastoral Gujjar community in Himachal

Pradesh, 32 are used as medicine alone.

Indeed, many communities, especially indigenous ones, still rely almost entirely on traditional systems of medicine for

their health needs, said N Anil Kumar, senior director and head of the MS Swaminathan Research Foundation’s Community

Agrobiodiversity Centre at Kerala’s Wayanad. Apart from medicinal plants being vital to their livelihoods, such as the
medicinal non-timber forest produce that indigenous communities collect and sell for a living, the plants are also a crucial

cultural resource, he added.

“These include non-codified systems such as oral histories in which knowledge is transferred by word of mouth from
generation to generation,” said Kumar. Such knowledge often varies across communities; sometimes, even across genders.
Kumar recounts how a woman from a Kurichiya tribe in Wayanad knew of a small, pretty-flowered herb as a remedy for

skin rashes for babies, while a Paniya man claimed they did not use the herb for any ailment at all.

A pseudoscience?

However, many do question the scientific basis of using direct plant derivatives in medicine. And not without reason:
medicinal concoctions are notoriously difficult to test using methods laid down by science. Several plant compounds are
often used in a single preparation, purification and other means of evaluating these concoctions result in a loss or change

of chemicals.

Toxicity and side effects, ranging from nausea to kidney failure, are a possibility. Spurious substances, adulterants and
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What cannot be denied though is the role of medicinal plants in drug discovery. According to the WHO, at least 25% of all

modern medicines are derived, either directly or indirectly, from medicinal plants.

India is home to more than 8,000 medicinal plants. Credit: Aathira Perinchery/Mongabay

Several drugs, including those used to treat cancers, are derived from plants. And science is beginning to reveal that some
suspected medicinal benefits may indeed be true, as it has in the case of the arogyapacha herb, Trichopus zeylanicus.
Several studies and a detailed genomic analysis later, we could be closer to understanding why the rare “miracle herb” has

come to be used by the Kani community of southern Kerala, traditionally as an instant energy-releaser.

The challenges

But such traditional knowledge of communities is fast eroding as there is no transfer of knowledge across generations and
younger generations are no longer interested, said Kumar. Simultaneously, human-caused biodiversity losses are affecting
medicinal plants and associated traditional knowledge too. Degradation of forests and loss of species make some plant
species unavailable for the use of local communities. As a result, traditional methods of use including sustainable methods
of collection are being lost.

However, some efforts — including in-situ and ex-situ techniques — are underway to conserve plant resources and associated

traditional knowledge.
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Department of Biotechnology, four “field gene banks” of threatened plants, including those known for their medicinal uses,

are also being maintained across India.

Additional research on such in vitro methods including the production of secondary metabolites would be crucial for the
“effective and sustainable use” of these plants, comment scientists in a review of in vitro technology for the conservation of
medicinal plants in the Western Ghats. At MSSRF’s Wayanad centre, ethnotaxonomy - the traditional ways in which
communities identify and classify plants - is a study focus. Their six-hectare medicinal plant park developed with the state
government in Odisha’s Jeypore functions as a plant genetic repository and field site for nine tribal communities to

cultivate and harvest the medicinal plants they have relied on for centuries.

A month-old “warning” paper endorsed by more than 20 scientists worldwide suggests that climate change is likely to
affect peoples’ access to medicinal plants. Small taxa such as herbaceous plants, especially in temperate areas, would be
some of the first to be affected by climate change, points out K Haridasan, retired joint director of Foundation for

Revitalisation of Local Health Traditions, now The University of Trans-Disciplinary Health Sciences and Technology, who

has extensively studied medicinal plants and floristics in the western Himalayas and north-east India.

A recent study does hint at this. In answer to questionnaire surveys, traditional healers in Uttarakhand claimed that many
of the species they use now flower and fruit earlier than before, which affects their traditional times of plant harvests.
Some species are now found at higher elevations. Herbs that were available just a day’s walk away from their homes are

now more difficult to procure, they add.
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Lobelia nicotianifolia or wild tobacco is used in traditional medicine as an antiseptic and to treat skin diseases and asthma. Credit: Aathira
Perinchery/Mongabay

Overharvesting, however, is a more immediate concern. Medicinal plants are one of the most “famous” examples of
overharvesting by collection, declares a summary by the Harvard Medical School. While cultivating medicinal plants could
reduce pressures on wild plants, it comes with many challenges. Cultivation may not be economically viable for some
species. For others, growth periods can run into several years, according to a 2002 Food and Agriculture report. Cultivated
plants are also often considered inferior, so most medicinal plants will continue to be harvested from the wild, the report

emphasises.

Poverty is an issue too, said RK Maikhuri, scientist-in-charge at the GB Pant National Institute of Himalayan Environment
and Sustainable Development in Uttarakhand’s Garhwal, whose team has studied plant resource extraction in the area.
“Many people really need the money,” he said. “However, we did find that villagers followed sustainable patterns of harvest

when we recommended they harvest only 60% of Rhododendron flowers from each tree. So awareness is key.”

Sharing wealth, knowledge

Sharing such sustainably-harvested biological diversity, including medicinal plants, in return for benefits to local
communities - called the Access and Benefit Sharing model - is what the Convention on Biological Diversity, a 1993
multilateral treaty that India is also a signatory to, focuses on. With the Biological Diversity Act of 2002, India became the

first country to take the lead in passing a law to uphold the CBD nationally.

The Biological Diversity Act appointed the National Biodiversity Authority to implement the conservation of biodiversity,
its sustainable use and equitable sharing of benefits across all states through state biodiversity boards and at the panchayat
levels through biodiversity management committees. Currently, there are 29 state biodiversity boards and more than
155,868 biodiversity management committees. On paper, the latter is responsible for the preparation of the people’s
biodiversity register at the local level, which documents biodiversity in their area and associated traditional knowledge.
The state of Kerala, for instance, has prepared registers for all its 1,034 local bodies — 941 grama panchayats, 87

municipalities and six corporations.

So more than 15 years after the Act, how effective have these international and national policies been? How have
communities across the country benefitted? An upcoming second part of this story will explore these in details, and trace

cases of access-and-benefit sharing in India.

This article first appeared on Mongabay.

We welcome your comments at letters@scroll.in.
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Apart from its many other benefits, India’s

Moringa plant can be used to treat chronic

diseases too
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