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Introduction

Ghana today has a dual system of law and traditional rule based on the traditional

tribal system. Likewise there is a dual system of medical practice that recognises both

traditional and modern medical practices in law and promotes their co-existence in

order to reach the greatest number of citizens. Traditional medical practice is valuable

both in the empirical sense and medically, but it also has a role in validating the

spiritual world. Above all, traditional medical practices are often affordable and

accessible to the vast rural population in Ghana and as such remains at the forefront of

primary medicine in the country.

The traditional medical practitioner in Ghana “employs the aid of magico-religious

acts and concepts to find the cause and the course of illness before treatment is

initiated in terms of medication. But the real potentiality of the medication is sought

in terms of its spiritual potency” (Twumsasi, 1975).

In 1957 the World Health Organisation defined the traditional healer as:

“A person who is recognised by the community in which he lives as competent to

provide health care using vegetable, animal or mineral substances, and certain other

methods based on social, cultural and religious background as well as knowledge,

attitudes and beliefs that are prevalent in the community regarding physical, mental

and social well-being, and the causation of disease and disability”.

Traditional practitioners choose their profession with a sense of spiritual vocation.

They are likely to be drawn into practice as a consequence of some incidents that

suggest they heard a ‘voice’ or felt a calling from the spiritual world – much as nuns

and monks do in the Christian tradition. The final decision to allow a person into

training is that of the relatives.  This obtained, a person would enter into the

apprenticeship of another practitioner who practised under the same influences as the

apprentice felt they were under. Both men and women are accepted as traditional

practitioners but they will train at different shrines (Twumsasi, 1975). There are a

number of different kind of traditional medical practitioners. These include fetish

princess/priest healers who are attached to shrines or temples of a deity and act as a

medium for the deity and may undertake periods of possession or practice divination

of one kind or another. There are specialists in certain areas. For example, in

Konkonorou, the village is known to have a particular expertise in treating gunshot

wounds, others specialise in snakebite or eye diseases. There are traditional midwives

or birth attendants. These are frequently an older women, who have extensive

experience in childbirth related matters. There are bonesetters who specialise in bone

fractures. There are also herbalists who are familiar with plants and their uses and

practise herbalism with or without accompanying spiritual practices.

Within the Ashante system of traditional healers there is a three-year period of

training for the traditional medicinal practitioner. This is both a spiritual as well as a

physical practice, with year two concentrating on the plant related activities of the

healing work. The key factor throughout the training and the undertaking of

traditional medicine practises is, as recognised by WHO, the integration of the

practitioner with the cultural tradition of the people. This tradition includes

recognition of the importance of the ancestors and deities, the observance of kinship
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and a strong respect for the elders. When conservationist try to change the current

utilisation of genetic resources, in this case medicinal plant species, it is important

they remember the context within which these resources are used and recognised. In

this case, the cultural and not the environmental import of the practise is paramount.

The need to raise conservation awareness within this context is therefore the primary

challenge.

In 1960, in order to encourage traditional practises in Ghana, President Kwame

Nkrumah suggested the formation of an association of traditional healers. As a

consequence of this the Ghana Physic and Traditional Healing Association was

formed and though now split into two rival associations, and subsequently re-united

under the Ghana Traditional Medical Association with the support of the Ministry of

Health, it remains in principle, the voice of traditional healers. The relationship

between science and traditional practises in Ghana suggests toleration and possible

opportunities for collaboration. The Mental and Dental Decree, 1972 and the Nurses

and Midwifes Decree, 1972 which permit the practice of indigenous medicine

provided that the practitioner is a Ghanaian and does not commit acts that endanger

life.

The value of a crossover of understanding between science and traditional practices

can be witnessed at the Centre for Scientific Research. This was established at

Mampong-Akwapim in 1973. The remit of the Centre is to conduct and promote

scientific investigations relating to the improvement of plant medicine, ensure the

purity of the drugs extracted from the plants, co-operate and liase with the Ghana

Physic and Traditional Healers’ Association, research institutions and commercial

organisations world-wide, collaborate in the publication and dissemination of the

results and establish a botanic garden for medicinal plants. The Centre remains active

in encouraging healers to bring their preparations for testing both in the interests of

safety and dosage and licensing products under strict safety regulations. The Centre

has been a valuable contributor to this project and is active in the communities that

were involved in this survey.

Manifesting change without disrupting the current order is the greatest challenge to

plant conservation within the arena of traditional medicinal practices. Maintaining

control of both information and the means to practice i.e. knowledge of resources

prevents non-practitioners, such as the conservationist taking a leading role. However

the raising of awareness as regards new responsibilities in a changing world are

perhaps the best option to pursue. As both practitioner and non practitioner are all too

aware, the availability of medicinal pant species has become a matter of concern both

because of time lost in travel to collect them and expense of purchase and

prescription. In this the practitioner and the conservationist can become allies. The

sustainable collecting of material, with a view to returning to a natural site again and

again and the options for home gardens, compound-shared resources and even the

development of new minor medicinal crops for cultivation is an area that can be

usefully explored.
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Aims and Objectives

The aims of this project included an ethnobotanical survey of medicinal plant

practises in relation to plant conservation. This activity was conducted by the team

staff of the Aburi Botanical Garden over a three-month period. The survey provided a

detailed account of the use and practice of medicinal plant medicine in the Eastern

Region. There were an estimated forty thousand traditional practitioners in Ghana in

1984 (Evans-Anform, 1984) and this small survey can only hope to present a snapshot

of one small part of that great mass.  However, as such, it is valuable to have this

survey to provide the project with some up-to-date data on traditional medicinal

practices in Ghana today. Particular emphasis was placed on the Aburi area in which

the project team had been actively involved in medicinal plant research with the local

communities. The geographical area encompassed by the survey embraced six rural

villages and Aburi Town. Village meetings were held in which local traditional

healers and persons known to be knowledgeable in this field were identified.

The objective of the project has been to help these communities to develop a system

to conserve medicinal plants by propagation and local cultivation and to provide

opportunities for sustainable harvesting from the wild.

Methodology

This survey was supported by a review of existing literature and represents a

collaborative effort between BGCI and partner institutions in Ghana. Information

collected is now managed within the database at Aburi.

Local communities were selected to participate in this survey on the basis of their

reputation for being home to a number of medicinal plant practitioners, accessibility

to the Aburi Botanic Garden and willingness to co-operate with the aims of the project

team. The approach of the team was to identify herbalists who were considered

knowledgeable by popular reputation. Village meetings were held in each of the target

villages and the aims and objectives of the survey were discussed. Both volunteers

and recommended individuals were identified as possible candidates to partacipate in

personal interviews for the survey.

Activities undertaken were as follows:

a) Herbalists within individual households in selected local communities were

identified.

b) A member of the project team interviewed each herbalist. The interview was

based on a standardised questionnaire and included enquires into the types of

plants collected from the forest, farms, gardens or bought in the market.

Subject area for questionnaire:

- Types of plants harvested over the rainy season

- Types of plants harvested over the dry season

- Parts used
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- Availability or non-availability of the plant used i.e. whether the plant had

become more difficult to find in recent years.

- The most important plants used during a one-year period.

c) Data were recorded on the questionnaires

d) Completed questionnaires sent to the office for scrutiny.

e) Data on completed questionnaires entered into the computer for analysis.

Results

The ethnobotanical survey was conducted between August and September 2001. Of

the six selected localities numerated, 86 people were registered as herbalists. A total

of 339 medicinal plant species were recorded used during the period under review.

Leaves of the plants dominated the other plant parts used. Others parts frequently used

were roots, stems and bark. The use of whole plants, flowers and buds were also

noted. About 80% of the plant parts used were common in all of the communities.

At the Mampong community area, of the 12 herbalists interviewed, all were male.

Fifty seven plants were primarily used for treatment. Roots and bark dominated all of

the other plant parts used.

The Kofisah selected area recorded 11 herbalists using leaves, stems-bark and roots

for their medications. About 80% of the 51 plants used were locally common.

Adeiso sample area had 25 herbalists recorded. Of these, males represented 84%. The

herbalists used 47 plant species. Parts primarily used included roots, leaves and root-

bark.

The Konkonorou selected area community recorded 16 herbalists comprising 13

males and 3 females. A total of 82 plant species were used. Parts mostly used were

whole plants, bark and roots.

At Nkoranza community area, 10 herbalist were interviewed (x males, x females)

using 46 plant species. Plant roots of the 46 species used dominated the other parts.

Others were leaves, fruits, bark and flowers.

Aburi recorded 12 herbalists, 11 being males. The herbalists used 57 plant species

with leaves dominating parts used. Other parts used were roots, bark, tubers and

seeds.
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Conclusions

There was a remarkable uniformity in the identification and use of the plants recorded

in the survey (80%). The vast majority of the herbalists interviewed were male. This

does not however, reflect all of the health activities and the consequent collecting

activities that occur in the survey villages. There are significant areas of health

practice in which only women work such as birthing attendants. The prevalence of

male herbalist interviewed may also be a reflection of the fact that all of the

interviewers were male. Women herbalists may well have been put-off by this and

held back from offering themselves for interview. Roots and bark were most

commonly the plant part used and this is of particular concern. The destructive

harvesting of plants from the wild has the greatest impact and options for ameliorating

this impact such as removing part of the root or replanting root buds into the hole

need to be explored.

Discussions with Dr Lartey of the Centre for Scientific Research into Plant Medicine

at Mampong centred on the social aspects that can affect the distribution and

subsequent conservation status, of individual species. Dr Lartey provided many

examples in which species distribution had been affected by a number of social

factors. These factors included modernisation and the changing patterns of housing in

rural areas. One example of these changes having an impact was the plant

Bryophyllum pinnatum that used to be found in every home behind the bathhouse.

This has now changed with the modernisation of domestic buildings where the

traditional thatch roofing has been replaced with aluminium sheeting and the mud

walls have been replaced with brick. The buildings themselves are now self-contained

blocks, which no longer have a separate building for washing. Modern piping takes

the water away from the site and the permanent damp area found behind the

bathhouse in the compound has gone. As a consequence of these changes the plant is

now no longer found near homes and communal areas and people have to go greater

distances to collect it. Jatropha curcas can still be found being used as fencing

material for the house or compound but it is a great deal less commonly used than in

the past. The principle reason for the sharp decline of this species is the use of modern

and more popular materials such as concrete, barbed wire and mesh.

Changing patterns of agricultural have resulted in the increasing clearance of wild

lands for crops and also the abandonment of older fields used for declining crops.

This impacts on local plants and traditional patterns of collecting. Hileria latifolia

used to grow in the cocoa plantations and alongside streams in the shade. Cocoa is

now not so common a crop and increasing crop diversification has led to a reduction

in the population of Hileria latifolia. Forest clearance and the expansion of farmland

also threaten Deinbollia pinnata. Herbalists have always collected this from the wild

but new feeder roads into the wild areas have been built to allow access for recent

expansion of cash crop sites. This has increased the access that the collectors have to

the remoter wild areas and vast quantities of this plant can now be collected and

transported by car. As the plant is collected destructively, it is the root that is used, the

plants decline has been significant.

Changing values and beliefs may also have an impact on plant distribution. Hyptis

suaveolens used to be grown in most villages for its medicinal value but is now

difficult to find. This used to be commonly planted at the front of the house as it had a
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spiritual significance to the well being of the occupant. The increasing movement

towards Christianity in the villages and away from traditional spiritual beliefs has led

to this plants removal from these sites.

There are also external factors that encroach on the traditional patterns of harvesting.

In Ghana today there is an increase in tourism and the export of handicrafts from the

villages. One consequence of this is that the tree Canthium glabriflorumis is

becoming threatened because it is the species most commonly used in carving artwork

and handicrafts. When two or three factors come together the impact is even greater.

For example Cryptoplepis sanguinolenta is principally threatened by wild collection

because it is the root that is harvested. In recent years there has been increasing

interest from the pharmaceutical industry in this plant and Cryptoplepis sanguinolenta

is now being commercially developed for the treatment of cancer. The inevitable

consequence of this is that there are increasing exports to the USA. During these early

years of its commercialisation the plant is still largely collected from the wild.

Special thanks
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