International Conference on Traditional Forest Knowledge and Sustainable Forest Management in Africa; Accra, Ghana; 15-17 October 2008


The Plight of Indigenous and Traditional Knowledge in Health Care using Herbal Medicine in Remote areas of South-Western Uganda

Dominic Byarugaba

Mbarara University of Science and Technology, Faculty of Science, Department of Biology

P.O Box 1410, Mbarara, Uganda

Email: dbbyarugaba@yahoo.com.

Uganda is one of the few countries that lie astride the equator with a lot of natural resources (flora and fauna) that have over time been utilised by indigenous people for survival. Through all this, accumulation of knowledge for sustainable conservation, harvest, processing and utilisation has formed a big bank that can be harnessed in knowledge transfer. This paper will treat and analyse the skills used in herbal medicine conservation, harvesting, processing and utilisation in the Bwindi Impenetrable forest, south western Uganda. Bwindi forest is a home of half of the world’s mountain gorillas Gorilla gorilla berengei. Uganda is rich in biodiversity in the ten different national parks and several forest reserves as wild germplasm banks that can give a baseline for applied ingredient separation of prioritized medicinal plants and associated I&TK. There are 30,000 to 70,000 food and medicinal plant species world wide and only about 6,300 plant resources are used as food and medicine in Africa. Worldwide herbal medicines are used by 82%. The world’s 36,000 plant species has 90 plant species represented in modern medicine products of which over 70% come from the tropical regions.  In this manner, this paper will analyze the abundant wealth of indigenous and traditional knowledge of medicinal plants of Uganda.  The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates the present demand for medicinal plants to be about US$14 billion and this is projected to increase to US$5 trillion by the year 2050.  Adding value to the plant products has potential to benefit communities involved in production, processing, marketing and utilisation. The overall objective of this project is to improve production, processing, and commercialisation of plants that have nutritional and medicinal functions for improvement of livelihoods and wealth creation for rural people with limited income in Africa and beyond learning from the Bwindi forest example. Bwindi forest was one of the very first areas used to test out the multiple use concept design in conservation and non timber forest products utilisation. Uganda is endowed with rich biodiversity of plants that have social, economic, and environmental functions that is not fully exploited. The high level of indigenous knowledge can put the healthcare system into good shape if well intentioned studies exploit this vast knowledge base. This can be achieved through value addition, flora restoration and improving on biodiversity conservation.  In addition, priority concern as demonstrated through Poverty Eradication Action Plan (PEAP) and Plan for Modernization of Agriculture (PMA) in poverty alleviation emphasizes the need for the critical management and use of the environment and its natural resources. The only hurdle will lie on health seeking behaviour and promotion of new natural products as opposed to the new life style of synthetic products. This calls for change of school curriculum and incorporation of I&TK for a better future of nature around us and livelihood. Applied research work in medicinal plant products will therefore act as a springboard to realize and harness this potential.

