ABSTRACT
Over centuries and across countries, people have turned to traditional healers, home remedies and ancient medicinal knowledge to address their well-being and health needs. Indeed, in developing countries, most minor ailments are treated with herbal products and natural preparations. The use of plant or herbal medicine is a key part of Ghana’s cultural heritage and reflects the ancient wisdom and knowledge passed down through generations. About 80% of rural dwellers depend on plant medicine for their healthcare needs in Ghana. The high reliance on plant medicines is driven by cultural beliefs in their effectiveness and safety, as well as their affordability and ease of accessibility. 

Plant medicine offers an alternative treatment for various communicable and non-communicable diseases, including diabetes mellitus, cardiovascular diseases, prostate problems, depression, inflammation, and immune boosters. Despite their long history of use, some plant medicines may be toxic or cause harmful drug interactions when combined with conventional drugs. However, some Traditional Medicine Practitioners (TMPs) are reluctant to subject their products to the rigorous approval processes required by regulatory agencies for new phytopharmaceuticals. 

Several plants have been found to contain natural compounds that can relieve disease symptoms or promote healing. Approximately 40% of pharmaceutical products today, including landmark drugs, originate from medicinal plants. Examples include Artemisinins (artesunate, artemether, dihydroartemisinin) from Artemisia annua plant that are used as first line antimalarial agents, Aspirin from Salix alba (Willow bark) used as a remedy for pain, inflammation, and as a blood thinner and Paclitaxel (Taxol) from Taxus brevifolia used for managing ovarian, breast and lung cancers. While some empirical evidence exists to support the safety and efficacy of certain plant medicines, many of these medicines used by TMPs have yet to undergo rigorous scientific evaluation.

Several institutions have made substantial contributions to the development and promotion of traditional medicines in Ghana. These include the Traditional & Alternative Medicine Directorate (TAMD) of the Ministry of Health, the Food & Drugs Authority (FDA), the Ghana Standards Authority (GSA), the Ghana Federation of Traditional Medicine Practitioners Association (GHAFTRAM), the Traditional Medicine Practice Council (TMPC) and the Ghana Association of Medical Herbalists (GAMH). Useful guides for the development of plant medicine include the Ghana Herbal Pharmacopeia and the Monograph on Medicinal Plants of Ghana. The integration of Traditional, Complementary and Integrative Medicine (TCIM) into primary healthcare delivery in the public health sector commenced in 2017. Currently, fifty-five (55) public health facilities offer TCIM services. This is an important initiative of the Ministry of Health.

Despite the progress made in integrating conventional and herbal medicine practices, challenges persist with the rational use of herbal medicines. These include standardisation issues, regulatory hurdles, absence of pre-clinical scientific validation and a lack of clinical trials. There is also a lack of data on the shelf life of almost all herbal products. Another challenge is the classification of many herbal products as foods or dietary supplements, which is inappropriate, as such medicines bypass critical regulation. 

The efforts to enhance the safety of medicines include pharmacogenetics (genetic factors related to drugs) studies on drug-metabolising enzymes, particularly cytochrome P450 enzymes, in Ghanaians. Africa, as a continent, is characterised by greater levels of genetic diversity. Genetic diversity in Africa leads to variations in drug metabolism and toxicity, influencing treatment outcomes. Most of the key drugs are effective in only 25-60% of patients, partly due to variations in the cytochrome P450 drug-metabolising enzymes. Ghana is among the few African countries where the genetic profiles of the population have been partially mapped. However, there is a need for more research across Ghana’s diverse ethnic groups to examine the presence and functional capacity of cytochrome P450 enzymes involved in drug metabolism.

The global plant medicine industry is one of the fastest-growing sectors worldwide. According to Fortune Business Insight, the global market size was valued at USD 233 billion in 2024 and it was projected to reach USD 251 billion in 2025 and USD 437 billion by 2032, presenting a compound annual growth rate of 8%. Europe dominated the market in 2024, with a market share of 44%, followed by the United States. Despite the global boom, Ghana has not yet significantly benefited from the industry. Although no official figures exist, the President of GHAFTRAM has advocated that the sector could generate revenue of over 30 billion Ghana Cedis annually.
   
In this inaugural lecture, I will discuss the effectiveness and safety of plant medicines and present research conducted at the Noguchi Memorial Institute for Medical Research and in collaboration with our partners. Challenges associated with integrating herbal medicines into the Primary Healthcare Delivery System in Ghana will be highlighted. I will also explore the global herbal medicine commerce and the opportunities that Ghana is currently missing. Finally, I will propose some recommendations for policy development. 
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