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Traditional Medicine in Africa & Why Plants Matter

• Over 80% rely on traditional medicine in the developing world

• “The sum total of the knowledge, skill, and practices based on the theories, beliefs, and

experiences indigenous to different cultures, whether explicable or not, used in the maintenance of

health as well as in the prevention, diagnosis, improvement or treatment of physical and mental

illness” (WHO, 2000).

• Embedded in culture and livelihoods

• Major source of drug discovery leads

• Herbal Medicine, Spiritual & Ritual Healing, Bone-setting & Manual Therapies, Ethnoveterinary

Medicine, TBA etc.

• African medicine is the oldest & possibly the most diverse of all therapeutic systems in the

world (Gurib-Fakim, 2006). 3
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An ecosystem is a dynamic community of living organisms (plants, animals, microbes) 
interacting with each other and their non-living physical environment (sunlight, water, soil, 
air) in a specific area.

•Plants as keystone species in ecosystems

•Ecosystem services provided by plants:

• Climate regulation & carbon sequestration

• Soil fertility & water regulation

• Pollination & biodiversity support

•Link between ecosystem degradation and declining human health

Plants and Ecosystem Health



• Infectious diseases are directly responsible for more

than 26% of annual deaths worldwide.

• About 14 million people die annually around the world

from infectious diseases, 90% of whom are from

developing countries (Ismahene 2022).

• This is compounded by antimicrobial resistance (AMR),

a phenomenon which occurs when bacteria, viruses,

fungi and parasites mutate over time and no longer

respond to medicines.
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Medicinal plants & Infectious 

diseases



Quorum sensing & antibiofilm assays

• Biofilms are complex structures created when

bacteria colonise an extracellular matrix,

resulting in permanent attachment to biotic &

abiotic components, offering protection &

boosting antimicrobial resistance (Jamal et al.,

2018).

• Biofilms aid bacterial growth, antibiotic

resistance, immune cell evasion, & genetic

material transfer.

• Intercellular communication, also known as

quorum sensing, is directly linked to biofilms

(Kai, 2018).

Some Uganda plant extracts for quorum

quenching activity against S. aureus e.g.,

Solanum aculeastrum & Sesamum calycinum

subsp. angustifolium



Antimalarial compounds

• The roots extract showed the highest antiplasmodial activities among the samples when tested

against 4 strains of Plasmodium falciparum (W2, DD2, 3D7, and D6) and fresh P. falciparum field

isolates using the SYBR green I assay.



Medicinal plants & HIV/AIDS
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The selectivity indices of the plant extracts in HIV-infected cells was calculated using the SI = CC50/EC50 (Cos

et al. 2002; Locher et al. 1996).

Anti-viral activity of Ugandan Medicinal Plants against HIV-1
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• Both the ethanol & DMSO extracts of Cryptolepis sanguinolenta sanguinolenta, (SI = 74.7 & 51.4) &

Psorospermamum. febrifugium (SI = 56.3 & 47.5) exhibited the highest SI against HIV-1 PV.

Cryptolepis sanguinolenta Acacia hockii
W. ugandensis A. coriaria



Michellamine B

• Michellamine B progressed to advanced preclinical development.

• In vivo studies, demonstrated that effective anti-HIV concentrations could only be achieved

at doses close to neurotoxic dose levels (Supko et al. 1995).

Antiviral Compounds

Ancistrocladus korupensis from Mt Korup

National Park, Mundemba, S. West Cameroon

Anti HIV compounds
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Cytopathic effect of DMSO on

U87.CD4.CXCR4 cells under a microscope 400x
Healthy untreated U87.CD4.CXCR4 cells under a

microscope 400x

U87.CD4.CXCR4 after
treatment with B. micrantha



Medicinal plants & the immune system
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A. Dot plot of all cells with 

gate on lymphocytes,

B. Dot plot of lymphocytes with gate 

on NK &T cells



• Only extracts of Z. chalybeum & W. ugandensis showed an increase in IL-4 of about 2 %.

• Extracts of P. febrifugium stimulated TNF-α & extracts Z. chalybeaum and W. ugandensis

stimulated IL-4.

• W. ugandensis has previously been shown to exert immunostimulatory effects in Leishmania

infected mice via production of IFN-γ & low levels of IL-4 (Ngure et al. 2014).

Discussion 
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Ethnoveterinary Medicine in Uganda
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Sorghum 

Amaranthus Solanum Chenopodium 

Fig. 3.

Fig. 4.
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Major livestock species treated



Self  medication in animals
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Traditional Medicine in Transition in Uganda: 
Past, Present and Future
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Traditional Birth Attendants

The first ever recorded Caesarean sections were

performed traditionally using herbs in Uganda in

1879 (Ackerknecht, 1947; Dunn, 1999),

A caesarean section performed by indigenous healers

in Kahura, Uganda. As observed by medical

missionary Robert William Felkin in 1879
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Opilia amentacea (Epolokiliok) Roots

was associated with the doctrine of

signatures (DoS) (Okot et al., 2020).
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Medicinal plants in snakebite management

PROTA4U Database
https://www.prota4u.org/database/protav8.asp?g=psk&p=Opilia+amentacea+Roxb.



• Biodiversity prospecting/bioprospecting is the

systematic search for biochemical & genetic

information in nature in order to develop commercially

valuable products for pharmaceutical, agricultural,

cosmetic & other applications (UNDP, 2006).

• To extract the maximum commercial value from genetic

resources & indigenous knowledge, while creating a

fair compensation system that can benefit all.

Bioprospecting
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1 • Sample collection

2 • Isolation

3 • Characterization

3 • Product development

4 • Commercialization 

Biopiracy

• Biopiracy is the theft/misappropriation

of genetic resources & traditional

knowledge through the intellectual

property system.

• Also involves the unauthorized and

uncompensated collection of genetic

resources for commercial purposes.

Conservation & sustainable use 



Warburgia patent24



References

25

McCorkle, C., 1986. An introduction to ethnoveterinary research and development. J. Ethnobiol. 6, 129–149.

Anywar, G., Ohia, C., & Nalumansi, P.A. (2021). Chapter 26 - Traditional system of medicines in Africa. In C.

Egbuna, A.P. Mishra, & D. Goyal (Eds.), Preparation of Phytopharmaceuticals for the Management of

Disorders: The Development of Nutraceuticals and

Schultz, F., Dworak-Schultz, I., Wald, F., Grohs, L., Iker, T., Anywar, G., Kalema-Zikusoka, G., McLennan, M.,

Hobaiter, C., Marquez, L., Woo, S., Pieters, L., Caljon, G., Quave, C., Freymann, E., & Garbe, L.-A. (2025).

Behavioral and pharmacological investigation of putative self-medicative natural materials used by wild

chimpanzees and mountain gorillas. Phytochemistry Letters, 69, 103069.

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.phytol.2025.103069

World Health Organization. (2000). General Guidelines for Methodologies on Research and Evaluation of

Traditional Medicine. Geneva: WHO.

Heinrich, Michael. (2010). “Ethnopharmacology in the 21st Century-Grand Challenges.” Frontiers in

Pharmacology 1:8.

Okot, D. F., Anywar, G., Namukobe, J., & Byamukama, R. (2020). Medicinal plants species used by herbalists in

the treatment of snakebite envenomation in Uganda. Tropical Medicine and Health, 48(1), 44.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41182-020-00229-4

Alagesaboopathi C. Ethnomedicinal plants used for the treatment of snake bites by Malayali tribal’s and rural

people in Salem district, Tamilnadu, India. Int J Biosci. 2013;3:42–53.

World Health Organization. (2000). General Guidelines for Methodologies on Research and Evaluation of

Traditional Medicine. Geneva: WHO.

Heinrich, Michael. (2010). “Ethnopharmacology in the 21st Century-Grand Challenges.” Frontiers in



Acknowledgements

26

The Swiss Agency for Development 
and Cooperation (SDC)



Thank you for 

listening

27


