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Abstract

An ethnobotanical survey was carried out in Ngai sub-

county in Apac District. Three parishes of Ajerijeri, Abok

A and Omach were taken as stratified sample areas in

which both male and female traditional healers of dif-

ferent ages were interviewed. Information about the

medicinal plants and traditional healing was gathered

using questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, informal

discussion and field excursion which yielded lists of local

plant names, names of diseases treated, mode of admin-

istration and parts used. To enhance their effectiveness,

medicinal plants are used in combinations to treat var-

ious ailments and the extent of knowledge of medicinal

plant mixing determines the success of a traditional

healer. Roots were the most commonly harvested part

and this has greatly affected the regeneration of medicinal

plants. It was believed that only plants collected from the

wild were effective. Though not intentional, plant parts

not used for medicinal purposes are sometimes destroyed

in the process of harvesting. This practice, coupled with

over harvesting, threatens the continued existence of

these plants.

Key words: conservation, medicinal plants, traditional

healers

Introduction

Less than 1% of all flowering plant species in the world

has been exhaustively studied for their potential phar-

macological activity (Balick, 1990). Although the use of

medicinal plants in developed countries has declined

over the years, about 25% of prescriptions from com-

munity drug stores still contain materials from higher

plants (WHO, 1977). According to the WHO (2002), as

many as 80–85% of the world’s people in the tropics

depend on traditional medicine for their primary health

care.

Worldwide, it is estimated that the number of individu-

als using medicinal plants is now increasing with

increasing population in both developed and developing

countries. This in turn has raised doubts concerning the

sustainable use of wild resources of medicinal plants – the

conservation of their biodiversity, appropriate forms of

local cultivation and production of safe and effective nat-

ural medicine and the regulation of the environment that

should accompany the incorporation of traditional systems

of health into health care (Balick & Cox, 1996).

The resolution passed by the World Health Assembly

(WHO, 2002) in studying and recognizing the importance

of medicinal plants was based on the assumption that

plants will always be available. Today, many medicinal

plants face extinction or severe genetic loss. Plant species

and traditional knowledge are important for the utilization

of herbal medicines, either traditionally, through trade or

through the pharmaceutical industry (Carlson et al., 2001;

Dhillion et al., 2002; Tabuti, Dhillion & Lye, 2003). In this

case plants provide the material resource and the tradi-

tional knowledge the required information (Tabuti et al.,

2003). Medicinal plants are used by people of Ngai sub-

county for treating various diseases. The use of traditional

medicine by the people of Ngai subcounty can be attributed

to the rich indigenous knowledge of herbal medicine,

perceived potency of herbal medicine, poverty and inad-

equate healthcare facilities. However, no effort has been

taken to document this information and yet most of the

herbalists are elderly people (who may not pass the infor-

mation wholly to their offspring), and some of the plants

used are threatened by over-harvesting. This article pre-

sents a list of identified documented medicinal plants and

their conservation status.* Correspondence: E-mail: jimmyokello@yahoo.com
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Materials and methods

Study area

Apac lies between 32�E–33�E and 2�N–3�N in a largely

flat area at an altitude of 3000–4000 ft with few hills

(Fig. 1). The vegetation is typically palm savannahs and

dry Combretum savannahs. It has an average rainfall of

1250 mm falling in 140–170 days per annum and the

wet season extends from April to October, with peaks in

April–May and August. The area has red ferrallitic soils

which are mainly sandy loam (Anonymous, 1967).

The study involved the use of both key informants and

local people. Homesteads and individual traditional healers

were visited and served with questionnaires or interviewed

depending on their level of education. Informal conversa-

tion and discourse with the respondents and field excur-

sions were used to obtain ethnobotanical information.

Stratified sampling was employed and the selection of the

parishes depended on the availability of the elderly people,

traditional healers and their accessibility. Three parishes –

Ajerijeri, Omach and Abok A – were used as sample areas.

In each parish, ten respondents were used in either the

interviews or questionnaire responses.

Results

Several traditional healers were interviewed of whom 57%

were males and most of them were aged between 70 and

79 years. Eighty per cent of the traditional healers inter-

viewed were over 50 years old. Most female traditional

healers had been in practice for less than 30 years while a

majority of males had practised for more than 20 years

(Fig. 2). The majority of traditional healers had low levels

of education, which was mainly primary education.

Eighty-eight medicinal plant species were reported dur-

ing the study. Twenty-eight species were considered mor-

pho-species because they lacked identification characters

and were difficult to find during the field excursions

because of their rarity. Nevertheless, 60 medicinal plant

species belonging to 51 genera and 38 families were

identified by the Makerere University Herbarium (Table 1).

Six families – Asteraceae, Malvaceae, Apocynaceae,

Eurphorbiaceae, Verbenaceae and Fabaceae – had more

than one genus represented. In this category, Fabaceae

(37%) was more represented followed by Asteraceae

(23%), and the least represented were Malvaceae, Apo-

cynaceae, Euphorbiaceae and Verbenaceae each with 10%

(Fig. 3).

Most male traditional healers had acquired knowledge

from their parents or grandparents while female traditional

healers acquired knowledge from in-laws and friends.

Medicinal plants are mostly used in mixtures and tradi-

tional healers use different plant parts differently. The

various proportions of plant parts used (Fig. 4) by tradi-

tional healers showed differences in modes of disease

treatments.

All the traditional healers interviewed reported that

there were changes in the abundance and occurrence of

the medicinal plants harvested. However, effort is made to

harvest small quantities of the plant parts to use so as to

give these plants time to regenerate. This is a traditional

way of enhancing sustainable utilization of medicinal
Fig 1 Map of Uganda showing location of Apac District and Ngai

subcounty
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plants given the decreased abundance of medicinal plants.

Twenty per cent of those interviewed had not passed on

knowledge of medicinal plants to their offspring and were

unwilling to do so. Eighty per cent had shared the know-

ledge with at least one or two members of the family. Only

6.7% had at least one medicinal plant cultivated at home

or farmland while 93.3% collected all their medicinal

plants from the wild.

Discussion

Despite the low levels of educational, all the traditional

healers recommend sound hygiene practices during the

preparation, handling and administration of the medicines.

It was noted that all medicinal plants used had ‘medicinal

names’ meant to disguise their identities and also for

psychological treatment. According to traditional healers,

spouses are not preferred as helpers because they are of

equal age and would put the knowledge at risk of extinc-

tion for those willing to share their knowledge. This shows

some concern by the traditional healers towards conser-

vation of knowledge of medicinal plants. This practice has

also been observed in West African countries including

Ghana (Abbiw, 1990; FAO, 1990).

Elderly traditional healers are interested in young heal-

ers who can acquire more knowledge from other sources to

improve their success. A traditional healer serving as a

‘consultant’ to the young plays an important role as a

living library. In some areas, for example eastern Uganda,

many traditional healers acquire their knowledge through

apprenticing with senior traditional healers (Tabuti et al.,

2003).

According to traditional healers, plants when used in

mixtures are more effective due to their combined effects

and this contributes to the degree of success. Some families

of plants were found to have more potential medicinal

plant species than others. Some of these families, for

example Fabaceae, are known to be important sources of

medicinal plants (Kakudidi, Bukenya-Ziraba & Kasenene,

2000).

During the survey, it was noticed that the frequency at

which the medicinal plants were harvested depended on

the number of alternative plants that could treat the same

sickness, the level of accessibility of plants and the method

of extraction. In addition, the number of patients and

sickness to be treated determined the frequency at which

medicinal plants were harvested. From the habitats of the

medicinal plants, it was evident that plants used for the

treatment of both humans and domestic animals had been

over-harvested, particularly the reproductive parts and

roots, with no measures for their conservation being taken.

Though not intentional, some unwanted parts of the plants

were found to be seriously damaged because of poor har-

vesting methods. This affects the regeneration and may

cause death if sufficient time is not given for their regen-

eration. Rare medicinal plants, which are also too vital, are

collectively protected by both local people and local lead-

ers. According to them, such plants are at a great risk of

extinction.

Most of the traditional healers did not cultivate or pre-

serve medicinal plants on their gardens because they did

not want people to know them. Besides, according to the

respondents, cultivated medicinal plants are not as potent

as those that are picked from the wild.

In conclusion, there are many medicinal plants and

immense traditional knowledge on medicinal plants util-

ized by the people of Ngai subcounty. However, ethome-

dicinal surveys are needed to identify more medicinal

plants and also initiate both in situ and ex situ medicinal

plant conservation programmes. This will enhance
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regeneration and increase the availability of medicinal

plants in the long run. Furthermore, pharmacological

studies should be carried out to ascertain the validity of the

medicinal plants for the diseases they reportedly treat.
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