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The Role of Traditional Medicine
in a Changing South Africa

| Marisa Jacobs |

I there is to be any improvement in the health of the under-served populations
ol the world there will hav e to be full ualisavon ol all available resources both
human and material. This Tundamental o the primary health care (PHC)
approach, Tradonal practinoners constitute the most abundant and. i many
cases. valuable resources present in the community and traditional medicine.

ltke orthodox medicine. amms at healing or preventing discase. In many
developing countries experience has been accumulated in the use ol Tocally
avatlable drugs ol natural origing mamly medicinal plants. and some ot them
have been used effectively.

These drugs, however, are not necessarily sale because they are natural,
Some have caused serious wdverse reactions and some contain chemicals than
may produce long term side-ellects such as carcinography and hepatoxicity. A
number of tradittonal drags could. however, be sately used in organised health
care. Symplomatic treatment is frequently required in PHC and in these cases
the use of radittonal drugs may be included in national drug policies,

In South Africa. the provision of medical care tespecially of drugs) is
scaree. and traditional behiels and practice of medicine are stll deep rooted i
black communities. A traditional medicine programme for South Adrica
(TRAMED) has been proposed Tor 1993, and 15 the product of collaboration
hetween the Department ol Pharmacology (UCT) and the National Botanical
Institute (Kirstenboschy. Recently, the University of Western Cape was also
drawn in. Noteworthy s the absence of civie representation, South Alrican
National Crvie Association (SANCO) non-government organisation s (NGO ')
such as the South Atrican Health and Social Services Organisation (SAHSSO0,
National Progressive Primary Health Care Network (NPPHCN) and other
tradhtional healer and medicie associations of whom only the Traditional
Healers and Herbalist Association and the Adrican Healers Association lane
heen consulted, Absent is also the TBVC states.

Some concerns of NGO who were not consulted are that:
traditional medicme should become part ol organised health care i South
Adrica: raditional medicine should be rescarched and deseloped. and develop-
ment should iclude imtormed indigent choices of South Alrican communitios:
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the vescarch cowld be undertihen by natonal snd mudi-national pharmaceut
cal compamnies as long as fegishniv e guidelines and contracts around patents aae
developed o consultation wath tradimonal healers and the communities they
work ms legistation arommd patents should exastand be enforced so that muln-
mational pharmaceutical companies do not have the night oo market the
trachitional medicime mtherr home country without the necessary consuliations:
clear detimmons ol teadional medicme. herbs/planis. remedies, therapeutic
protocals and regnnens: development of traditional medicine should alwas s be
o the basis of accountalibity o commumitios: hroad consultation 1~ an
nnportant component Tor development ol tridional medicime lor esample,
consubtation wath conumumty and the civie Teadership as well as all interesied
parties s essues around raditonad medicme should reflect political wall: and
control o er traditional medweines should remain with the indizent communi-
Hes. and decistons should be made e cotlaboration wath Teadership strectures
of these conmumties, such wibal authoriies or civics.

Another mcentive For ensuring that decisions about traditiemad medicine
be made e colliborauon wnh conumunity teadership s the tact, especiatie m
pert orban and uebanarcas, that when aonew -comer to a conmunity sets up shop

as o teaditonal practitioner, people are olten atcacted o the service without

assuring that the person was 2enome. Thas has alloswed opportunists 1o set up
as sangomis’ sid sell scheduled medicines on the pretence than these are
traslinonal remedies, Stamdardismy traditional remedies and setting cuidelines
Lo evaduating practices would assist in ensuring than lesal and dangerous

pracices, such as theseo e continned.

Training

W Bealthe stall meed 1o be made aware ot the place of tadional medicme
therr culture. is steengths and weaknesses and the use that may be made ol it
Sonilarls . wadimonal practtioners necd w be approached with understanding
and recoemtian o the shills, Thes should encourage them o shane thew
koo Tedee and play o part in the national health service. usoadly alter a period
ol specttl g

Evaluation

o abuaton s the most dithicult and vet the moest necded eld of endeavour. It
can be samd that teaditional medicine has the support ol the population. whereas
the health protession opposes it One ol the anns of the evaluation component
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I~ (o put radional medicme onascientine basis, which mvolves statements
andd claimes about the therapeutic value of particular tradimonal remedies which
could be proven by means of controlled experiments and tests. This is achicy ed
b critical examination of raditional material and praciices: accurate wdenti
Neation ol the plants and other naneal products: wdentification ol asetul
remedies and practices amd suppression ol those that are inelfectis e or unsale:
and promotion of further rescarch and exchange o mlormution.

What is to be done?

I the process of mcorporating taditional medicine e a national health
policy. we need Lo engage i siwational analyses of the porential role ol
tradiional pracuices and practitioners i mational primeaes hesdth care program-
mes:development of policies and legislaton for the mcorporation ol trikhitional
medicime mto health systems: support o muolii-diseiplinars iy estigations ad
sturs ey s ol Tocal trudinonal medicme practces and the use of plants ofmedicinal
value: collecton. imaly sis and dissemination of information Ffrom countres aid
regions on suceesstul activanies, projects and progamimes on raditional
medicme.

This process will tahe muny vears: In the meantimie, we hine o move
towards the mtegration ol aditional medicine into the national health e

svstems. incorporanng only those aspeets winch have been proven o heneficial
and destrable. Pradinonal practinoness should be invalved mthe evaloation of
their own practices sao as o facilitae the ready aceeptance by their peers of
suggestions Tor change, mcluding the assumption ol new responsibilitios, lor
example. i the held of health education,

Fhere is nosigle approach o the problem of how to s olyve traditional
practitioners i national health syswems. especially at the promary health care
[evel Dedicated and sincere action on the part of all concerned will be reguired
ey Toster o collectve effort to generate and implement policies best suned 1o
south Adricia. Most ol the present legishation i this Field is outdated or
relevant and thus needs o be reviewed o contform with the new policres
adopted. Reasonable and entorceable legislation would greatly enbance the
mplementation ol traditional medicine activities.

National Drug Policy and Traditional Remedies

Daporting drugs is alwavs very costly and consumes scarce foreien currency .
Developing traditional remedies of proven elficacy and qualits will not onls
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promuote economic sel rehance but will have a nipple effect and encourage
rescarchers 1o investigate other trditional remedies more caretully .

AL present. rescarch policies in South Africa do not rellect the role of
trachinonal medicimes - health services, New rescarch and development
policies could greatly assistimstitutions i addressing the eritical problems now
heing faced.

The Tirst step should be the establhishment of o Natonal Council Tor
Tradinonal Medicine which could be charged with the responsibility Tor
preparmg a national strategy and Taying down o broad plan ol action 1o be
followed by government, TRAMED is an attempt at this. but has omitted o
ensure that as o body itadopts a multi-disciplinary and multi-sectoral approach.
with appropriate representation ol the different tvpe ol tradinional practitioners
imvolved. Major policy issues need to be wdentilied, priorities determined and
mechanisms established 1o propose the various options and courses ol action
open o government with ad-hoc groups being formed 1o tekle issues.,

Adequute Timanees should be made avatlable in the national budget Tor
the support and promotion of traditional medicine. External finances should
anly be considered as a complement o government initiative, Tewill also be
pecessary o undertabe o survey ol the national sitwation with respect 1o
practitioners, population preferences and needs. available resources. and an
imvestgation ol specific problems. This should provide a basis on which a sound
national health plan. retlecting the role radittional medicimes, may be formu-
Lated.
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