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Government backs plant preservation

Government has initiated a muthi plant program at the
ICruger National Park called the Integrated Conservation
and Development Programme. The KZN Wildlife Society
has opened up an indigenous plant nursery in Silver
Glen, near Durban, Pretoria’s Botanical Garden commis-
sioned botanist Priscilla Swartz to design and develop an
ethnobotanical garden displaying useful plants as used by
the Ndebele, Sotho and Zulu people. The Gauteng
Directorate of Nature Conservation has embarked on a
community driven cultivation programme for key medici-
nal plants at the Abe Bailey Nature Reserve, including
Hypoxis, the African Potato that is being researched for its
purported ability to combat AIDS.

Community education forms part of this programme as
using or taking these medicinal plants without the proper
guidance of a qualified traditional healer is dangerous and
can lead to poisoning and death.

If taught properly, traditional healers, muthi gatherers
and sellers would benefit from growing their own medici-
nal plants, as they would have access to legal and unlim-
ited supplies of fresh plants. This is something that could
be grown in their own yards, in their own time.

“Growing herbs is as easy as growing vegetables,” says
Gauteng MEC for Agriculture, Conservation, Environ-
ment and Land Affairs, Mary Metcalfe. “They can
actually be grown together with vegetables in a common
garden. Being local plants, they need less water and are
more resistant to disease than foreign plants.”

The formal harvesting of medicinal plants could create a
new agricultural sector with opportunities for farmers,
communities with access to communal land, traditional
healers with small plots of land, entrepreneurs and
traders to improve their livelihoods. Their target market
could be shops, street hawkers, healers, commercial
harvesters, tourists and commercial nurseries.

The large role that muthi plays in primary health care has
prompted government to give workshops with communi-
ties and clinics in the Southern Cape to learn about and
use traditional plant remedies. Clinics are desperately
short of money and often medicine too, and modern
drugs are often over prescribed and wrongly used for
simple health problems which would have been treated at
home in the past. The project aims to help clinics to
provide simple traditional plant remedies and to empower
women or other carers to be proud of their knowledge
and tradition,

Meanwhile, the University of the Western Cape has
initiated an Applied Herbal Science Programme to teach
inter-disciplinary knowledge and applied competence in
the scientific and health aspects of indigenous herbs.
From 2002, the multi-disciplinary programme offers
integrated B.Sc (Honours), M.Sc. and PhD opportunities
that cut across Biomedical Sciences, Biodiversity, Phar-
maceutical Sciences and Society.

Faced with new variations of life-threatening diseases, the
international community is looking at traditional cures to
find solutions. It is commendable that government is
ploneering plant preservation and research before multi-
national pharmaceutical companies ignore indigenous
intellectual property rights and patent our indigenous
plant heritage. (See L&R Digest, issue 17)
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