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ABSTRACT
Context: Medicinal and Aromatic plants (MAPs) extracts have become an essential part of 
exports in the developing countries. Due to the rich diversity of MAPs and as consumers 
of natural products increase, there is a potential to exploit this niche market. Aim: The 
objective(s) of the study was to identify and analyze challenges militating against economic 
development potential of African aromatic, beverage and medicinal herbs industry. Settings 
and Design: The study was undertaken in three (3) provinces (Limpopo, Mpumalanga 
and the Western Cape) of South Africa. The population included all men, women and 
youth involved in production/harvesting and trading of MAPs. Four focused groups of 
randomly selected 30 individuals per group from the list of resource constrained farmers 
provided by local extension officers were formed per province. Materials and Methods: 
Using desk-top reviews, focus group discussions and key stakeholders’ interviews, the 
study employed holistic and participatory methodologies to examine aspects of African 
medicinal and aromatic agricultural industry in South Africa. Triangulation of qualitative 
data gathered from previous research and reports, interviews, focus group discussions and 
industry visits observations were done. Information was gathered from primary users of 
agricultural technologies, while information on technology development and use was from 
developing farmers. Key government units relating to agricultural medicinal and aromatic 
industry were consulted and reports used to verify findings from focus group discussions. 
Secondary data was from literature review, namely; annual reports from the Agricultural 
extension (Agritex) office, non-governmental organizations and research institutions. The 
majority of the data/information sources pointed to the need for encouragement towards 
cultivation of MAPs as field and horticultural crops. Statistical analysis used: All the 
data from focus group discussions, key informant interviews, secondary data and field 
visit observations was consolidated (the South African perspective) and analyzed using 
Atlas software to summarize the data. Information from the key informants’ interviews 
was used to triangulate information gathered from the desktop review and focus group 
discussions. Results: Major challenges observed from the study included; very low-
yielding species, poor quality outputs and poor processing methods. In addition, most 
MAPs do not adhere to agricultural propagation practices, deterring them as desirable 
crops. Moreover, there are many differences in traditional medicines so produced in 
respect of quality. Determining the right medicinal concentrations, dosage and toxicity 
concerns require highly efficient modern technologies. Other issues of concern revealed 
included, intellectual property rights, lack of access to information, marketing of products 
and sustainable conservation. Conclusion: The preference by consumers to have natural 
products has grown over the years. This increases annually and has allowed medicinal, 
aromatic plants to present a unique and niche market base for pharmaceuticals, cosmetics 
and other industries (food & industrial use). South African farmers can exploit this new 
industry to grow the sector, create jobs and increase economic development.
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INTRODUCTION
South Africa has been unable to provide adequate 
employment,1 and unemployed rates in fact have 
increased.2 With this as the backdrop, the New Growth 
Path (NGP) specifically calls for more inclusive growth, 
and “heightened efforts to strengthen partnership 
among all economic role-players, proceeding from the 
understanding that each sector has a critical role to play 
in addressing these challenges.”
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (AFF) are widely  
recognized as sectors with significant job creation 
potential and with strategic links to beneficiation oppor-
tunities. However, between 1994 and 2012, the real  
contribution to GDP (Gross Domestic Product) of  
AFF increased by 29%.3 Agriculture plays critical roles in 
the economies of  many developing countries. In South 
Africa, as in many developing countries, agriculture  
contributes greatly to employment. According to 
National Agricultural Marketing Council annual report4 
and Economic sciences,5 the agricultural sector has 
a labour multiplier that outperforms all other sectors.  
In South Africa about 6 million people’s livelihood is 
contingent on agriculture. This is about 10% of  the 
South African population.6 Agriculture also contrib-
utes to food security, exports & imports, GDP, foreign 
exchange and as a strong stakeholder in its backward 
and forward linkages with the machinery, petroleum and 
chemical industries through its continuous purchases of  
its capital and production inputs and a supplier of  raw 
materials for food and non-food processing. Despite  
the aforementioned critical roles of  the agricultural sector,  
its support from the government has not been very 
encouraging. As a result of  this, the South African agri-
cultural sector’s overall growth over the past 30 years has 
been a minimal of  1.7% and its contribution to the GDP 
has been on the decline since the manufacturing and ser-
vices sector have grown far bigger than agriculture.7

Governments of  USA, Japan, South Korea and the 
European Union (EU) that are classified as wealthier 
countries and regions, use different forms of  support 
and subsidies for their farmers. These policies serve 
to: transfer income from consumers and tax-payers to 
farmers, heavily protect those countries from more open 
international trade thereby protecting local producers, 

stabilize food prices, improve returns on farm investment, 
support rural development and improve national food 
self-sufficiency and food security.7 Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),7 
indicates producer support estimate of  South Africa 
as 5%, USA 20%, OECD 31%, EU 34% and Japan 
58%. Governments of  developing countries including 
South Africa do not also offer meaningful support to 
agriculture in other areas such as research, infrastruc-
tural development and marketing. It is a known fact that 
research and development (R&D) has positive impact 
on productivity and reduction of  poverty.8 However, 
in developing countries, only 2% of  R&D budgets are 
allocated to agricultural research contrary to that of  
USA where 50% of  R&D budget is allocated to agricul-
tural research. Due to the importance of  agriculture and 
its R&D, NEPAD in 2003 indicated that at least 10% 
of  national budgets should be allocated to agricultural 
development.9 

Many Africans and other people in developing countries  
use medicinal and aromatic plants for treatment of  
several diseases including: malaria, diabetes, mental  
disorders, cancer, hypertension and human immunode-
ficiency virus/acquired immunodeficiency syndrome.10 
The researchers indicated that the Phytochemical 
screening of  these plants revealed that they contain 
bioactive chemical substances such as alkaloids, tannins,  
saponin, and others with therapeutic potentials. The 
paper explains further that the active ingredients of  
medicinal and aromatic plants can be found either in 
the roots, leaves, stems, flowers or bark and can be 
extracted using an appropriate extraction method. The 
study however, caution that despite the benefits derived 
from plants, some of  them have some unpleasant side  
effects which may be related to over doses or other  
factors which may lead to acute toxicity and death.  
The conclusion by the researchers was that if  these 
problems are carefully addressed, will help to harness 
the therapeutic potentials of  medicinal and aromatic 
plants for further drug development in the future. The 
integration of  traditional medicine in primary health 
care and the growing interest in many Western countries 
in Complementary and Alternative Medicine (CAM) 
point to a positive future for MAPs.11 Traditional medi-
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Key Messages: Medicinal and Aromatic plants (MAPs) extracts have become part of commercial exports in 
developing countries. This study identified and analyzed challenges militating against economic development 
potential of African aromatic, beverage and medicinal herbs industry.Several challenges were identified and the 
possible solutions to enhance product quality and economic development.
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cine in terms of  a culture-bound body of  indigenous 
medical knowledge, belief  and practices has provided 
the primarily plant-based foundation for many ethno 
medical systems which already existed long before the 
development of  ‘scientific’ or cosmopolitan medicine.12

In the new policy by the South African government 
called the Diseconomy Strategy, medicinal and aromatic 
plants will play a role in the economic turn around and 
its growth. Bio-economy encompasses biotechnological 
activities and processes that translate into economic 
outputs, particularly those with industrial application. 
Within the South African context these may include, but 
are not limited to, technological and non-technological 
exploitation of  natural resources such as animals, plant 
biodiversity, micro-organisms and minerals to improve 
human health, address food security and subsequently 
contribute to economic growth and improved quality of  
life. Department of  Science and Technology indicated 
in its Bio-economy Strategy of  unlocking the value 
of  indigenous crops, coupled with consumer demand 
for natural products, which presents opportunities for 
South Africa to capitalize on its biodiversity and capture 
niche markets.13

The Agricultural and forestry value chain has been also 
targeted as one of  the job drivers in the New Growth 
Path of  South Africa. By this the New Growth Path 
intends to create new jobs in the knowledge intensive 
sectors including pharmaceuticals and biotechnology. 
This will also involve more research and innovation of  
processing of  African medicinal and aromatic plants. 
Therefore the need for development of  the African 
medicinal and aromatic plants of  the agriculture and 
forestry/biological resources sub-sector cannot be over-
emphasized. However, the government increased public 
and private spending on R&D from 0,93% in 2007/8 to 
only 1,5% in 2014 and 2% in 2018.14

Literature exists regarding challenges and constraints 
of  the African medicinal and aromatic plants. Common 
among the challenges is the decline of  some important 
MAPs due to incessant abuse of  many species of  the 
MAPs such as over-harvesting leading to the destruc-
tion of  the habitats. Other human activities such as 
slashing and burning of  vegetation/forest through  
shifting cultivation also augment destruction of  the  
species habitats. Other major causes which lead to the 
high value MAPs species decline include: narrow range  
of  distribution, land use disturbances, introduction of  
nonnatives, habitat alteration, climatic changes, heavy 
livestock grazing, explosion of  human population, 
fragmentation and degradation of  population, popula-
tion bottleneck, and genetic drift. The study by Kumari  

et al.15 further indicates that natural enemies such as, 
pathogens, herbivores, and seed predators could substan-
tially limit the abundance of  rare medicinal plant spe-
cies in any given area. Since most people in developing 
countries use MAPs as sources of  medicine and food, 
through indiscriminate harvesting it could be stated that 
all things being equal, increases in human population 
in developing countries will surely endanger more high 
value MAPs.
The food-processing sector is the largest manufacturing  
sector in employment terms in South Africa, with 
183,502 employees and it contributes a significant 3.1% 
of  manufacturing value as percentage of  GDP of  the 
country.3 The sector has been identified in the Indus-
trial Policy Action Plan (IPAP) as one of  the areas 
with a potential to actualize Macroeconomic objec-
tives as pronounced in the New Growth Path (NGP).3  
A key characteristic of  the agro-processing is its strong  
up- and downstream linkages. Upstream, the sector links 
to primary agriculture across a wide variety of  farming 
models and products. Downstream, agro-processing  
outputs are both intermediate products to which  
further value is added and final goods that are marketed 
through wholesale and retail outlets, as well as through 
a diverse array of  restaurants, and fast-food franchises 
making it critical for employment creation and poverty 
eradication.14 Therefore, the objective of  the paper is to 
establish the challenges militating against the realization 
of  the economic development potential of  the African 
medicinal and aromatic plants and highlight the impor-
tance of  this sector both on the economic and legislative 
fronts. It also highlights the possible solutions that can 
be applied at various level of  the value chain.

SUBJECTS AND METHODS

The study employed holistic and participatory 
approaches to comprehensively examine all aspects that 
relate African medicinal and aromatic agricultural industry  
in South Africa. The study was undertaken in three (3) 
provinces (Limpopo, Mpumalanga and the Western 
Cape). The population of  the study included all men, 
women and youth involved in production/harvesting 
and trading of  AMAP in the selected provinces. Four 
focused groups of  randomly selected 30 individuals 
per group from the list of  resource constrained farmers  
provided by local extension officers were formed  
per province. This translates into 120 respondents per 
province and 360 in total. Focus group discussions and 
interviews were used to gather the data/information.  
Focus group discussions were held in each of  the 
three provinces using a semi-structured guide or data/ 
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information collection tool/instrument. To avoid 
biasedness, the researcher employed trained enumerators 
and facilitators in the focus group interviews. 
The study benefited from triangulation of  qualitative 
data gathered from previous research and reports, 
interviews, focus group discussions and industry visits 
observations. The study used collected information 
from the primary users of  agricultural technologies, 
while other information about technology develop-
ment and use was gathered from various stakeholders 
ranging from developing farmers and immergence of  
the herbal industry. Key government units relating to 
agricultural medicinal and aromatic industry were also 
consulted and reports used to verify findings from focus 
group discussions. Thus, the study used both secondary 
and primary information/data. The research made use 
of  secondary data from review of  literature through a 
desktop study of  published and unpublished resources. 
Secondary information was also gathered from annual 
reports from the Agricultural extension (Agritex) office, 
non-governmental organizations, research institutions 
and academic work of  individuals. The information 
gathered from the desk review was also used to inform 
the selection of  the sites for conducting focus group 
discussions and mapping the various key informants 
to be interviewed. This also informed the research in 
terms of  existing information gaps and the identifica-
tion of  areas for further investigation. 
Other tools used in gathering information during focus 
groups discussions included resource mapping, time 
and trend analysis, stakeholder mapping and priority and 
ranking. Resource mapping was used to collect infor-
mation about the various resources and opportunities  
available for the farmers. Information was also gathered 
through interviews with officials from agricultural exten-
sion department both at provincial and district levels. 
Personal life stories were also used to develop deeper 
understanding of  the study population and how they  
have related to African medicinal industry over time.  
All the data from focus group discussions, key informant 
interviews, secondary data and field visit observations 
was consolidated (the South African perspective) and 
analyzed using Atlas software to summarize the data. 
Information from the key informants’ interviews was 
used to triangulate information gathered from the desktop 
review and focus group discussions.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The information/data analysis benefited from com-
prehensive triangulation of  information coming from 
different sources and conclusions were drawn from all 

existing evidence. Decisions on each of  the identified 
challenges in Table 1 were based on the group’s consensus  
view of  60% and above through the focus groups’  
discussions which were also consistent with the views 
from the secondary sources. Suggested strategies provided 
by the sources that can be employed to mitigate the 
respective challenges and constraints were also compiled 
and presented in Table 1 which depicts a spectrum of  
bio-physical, production, marketing, financial, policies, 
value adding, R&D, post-harvest, environmental and 
socio-economic effects. The challenges and constraints 
facing the African medicine and aromatic plants industry 
as identified by the study (Results in Table 1) include:

Absence of efficient, sustainable conservation and 
cultivation methods 

Majority (70%) of  the focus group participants and the 
other secondary sources pointed to the above challenge 
as one of  the major ones and suggested the encourage-
ment of  cultivation of  MAPs as field and horticultural 
crops in gardens and farms and that those government 
departments of  developing countries concerned with  
conservation of  water, vegetation/forest should prioritize  
MAPs. Contrary to this finding the South African  
government’s policy for the protection and conservation  
of  medicinal and aromatic plants do not take high priority  
on the agenda for natural resources management14  
The government programmes give priority to agricultural 
and wildlife resources. By growing MAPs in the form 
of  gardens and farms for primary agriculture will not 
only ensure proper farm management practices of  the 
species but the prevention of  threat of  extinction of   
several MAPs species through use of  haphazard harvest-
ing and inefficient, ineffective post-harvest management 
practices. The primary production approach similar to  
production of  staple crops may further lead to economic  
production levels of  the MAPs to favour manufacturing; 
hence the prioritization of  the protection and conser-
vation of  the MAPs by the concerned governments’ 
departments cannot be overstated, especially in the area 
of  research and information availability.

Challenges of low-yielding, poor quality outputs, poor 
adaptation to farming production systems and very 
little research and development 

Some of  the major challenges among the results of  the 
study were very low-yielding species, poor quality outputs 
and poor processing methods. In addition, most of  the 
MAPs do not adhere to modern agricultural propaga-
tion practices. Compounding the problems is that there  
is little or no research on the improvement of  the low-
yielding species and adaptation to farming production 
systems in most of  the developing countries. Many 
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(67%) of  the focus group participants and the other  
secondary sources were of  the view that the aforemen-
tioned challenges have not been given the desired priori-
ties by the governments of  Less Developed Countries 
(LDCs) in national investment, research and export 
development. Most Least Developed Countries (LDCs) 
concentrate their research and development on staple 
crops such as maize, rice and wheat. The lack of  atten-
tion from the various governments of  the LDCs may be 
attributed to many reasons. The researchers Kideghesho  
et al.16; Adotey et al.17 indicated the lack of  scientific 
proof  to the effect that the active elements in medicinal 
plants are valuable, not dangerous and effectual. This is 
very important for the medical field and the public to 
endorse the use of  African medicinal plants as highly 
acceptable alternatives to western medications; and 
this will in turn induce more research and development 
investment from government and private sectors as well 
as international collaboration. However, methods to be 
used to evaluate the safety and effectiveness of  tradi-
tional medicine are new challenges, which have emerged 
in recent years. There is lack of  research mainly in the 
improvement of  high-yielding species and the adaptation 
of  them to gardening and farming cultivars for primary 
agriculture. In many LDCs especially in Africa, there is 
very little local support for research and development 
of  MAPs. Greater part of  the little support available is 
usually obtained from external sources. The situation is 
often exacerbated by inadequate infrastructure/facilities 
such as water, electricity, transport and communication, 
as well as manpower, technical resources and financial 
capital for investment. Highly required are investment 
in Bio-technology for the development of  sustain-
able cultivars, more support for research and training 
activities for traditional medicine and the promotion of   
good agro-ecological practices and good propagation 
methods. The research and development recommen-
dations suggested will be more attainable if  supported 
with the proper policies. 

Domination by manual practices with very little 
modern product manufacturing processes and lack 
of appropriate technology for post-harvest and pre-
processing purposes

Most (77%) of  the respondents of  the focus group and 
the other sources agreed that traditional herbal medi-
cines and aromatic products are formed by the practi-
tioner him/herself  who identify and harvest the right  
plant species. Thus in most cases the practitioner is  
the only one who knows the right species, he does the 
harvesting himself, and do the preparation of  the medi-
cines himself; all the processes done manually. Since all 
the processes are done manually, there is no guarantee of  

the genuineness, concentration levels of  the potential 
elements in the herbal medicines and quantity of  plant  
material used in the preparations. There are many  
differences in traditional medicines so produced in 
respect of  quality. Determining the right medicinal 
concentrations, dosage and removal of  toxic contents 
require highly efficient modern technologies. These are 
critical challenges to the realization of  the full poten-
tial of  the MAPs as alternative to western medicines. 
Therefore the need for investment by LDCs for effi-
cient and effective techniques, manufacturing practices 
and appropriate technology for post-harvest and pre-
processing purposes for African medicinal and aromatic 
plants cannot be over-emphasized.

Marketing of products challenges

Marketing involves the movement of  goods and services  
from the producer to the final consumers. In every  
commercial production or service the market is the 
main determinant of  sustainability. No matter how 
much bountiful production is, the market is the adjudi-
cator. The market outlets can be for local use or export. 
Some of  the marketing challenges of  MAPs identified 
by the study include; 

•	 inability of  producers/harvesters to have contract 
agreements for supply due to lack of  volume that can 
be produced by small industries.
•	 inability to access market information.
•	 poor preservation of  medicinal extracts for 
extended shelf  life and.
•	 low prices paid for traditional medicinal plants by 
herbal medicine traders and urban herbalists as iden-
tified by (88%) of  focus group participants  and the 
other secondary sources.

Marketing is not just about selling but requires a clear and 
perfect understanding of  what consumers want and the 
ability to deliver it to them through the most appropriate  
channels for a profit.18 The marketing functions  
comprise identifying the target market, product design, 
pricing, promotion, transportation (distribution), storage, 
and financing. Selling directly to retail outlets requires a 
routine sales route as well as an adequate volume of  the 
product to meet market demand. Wholesaling requires  
larger volumes over a longer period to provide consis-
tency of  quality and supply. Strict grade, size and quality  
standards are required by the wholesale and retail markets. 
This often necessitates the use of  packing and grading 
facilities. Unforeseen risks may limit production and 
profitability of  African medicinal and aromatic plants. 
Unstable markets, low product prices, changing tastes, 
poor infrastructure, droughts, inadequate government 
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policies, longer food preparation time, as well as com-
petition from non-African medicines and aromatic 
products are common risks faced by these plant-based  
industry markets. Most (83%) of  the focus group  
participants and the other secondary sources identified  
lack of  market access and information as a major  
challenge to the economic development of  MAP.  
Government’s support in the form of  market informa-
tion availability to the suppliers and buyers in this industry  
would go a long way in improving the marketing of  the 
plant-based industry. Good preservation of  African 
medicinal and aromatic extracts for extended shelf  life  
will help reduce losses and also spread supply and  
maintain prices across seasons and this was highlighted 
by 83% of  focus group participants  and the other  
secondary sources. 
Regarding export market, usually medicinal plants are 
allowed without any tariff  restrictions in many countries; 
medicinal plants are mostly exempted from import duty 
in some developed countries including Canada, Japan, 
the European Union and the USA.19 However, tariff  
charges in China and South Africa vary between 10% 
and 20% of  the value of  goods, depending on product 
and origin, while Japan levies a 5% tax on imports of   
ginseng roots, peppy straw, sandalwood and some  
others.20 Threats to the future development of  medicinal 
plant exports from LDCs depend on the structure of  
the major importing markets.
Efficient and effective marketing of  MAPs especially 
in the high valued international markets requires strong  
marketing infrastructure and R&D facilities. Such  
capitals are usually not easily available in most of  the 
developing countries. The other challenge identified by 
most of  the sources of  the study is that herbal medicines 
are not sold as over-the-counter products in the developed 
countries hence the need for capital investment in R&D, 
pre and post-harvest technology and quality products 
processing, packaging and storage infrastructure (71%). 
Furthermore, seventy-eight percent of  the sources of   
the study were of  the view that the import of  new  
technology and equipment will be a solution to the lack 
of  locally manufacturing facilities and equipment.
Currently most of  the LDCs are not cultivating the 
MAPs. Most of  the suppliers are actually harvesters of  
the MAPs from the wild. Therefore the supply potential 
is thus virtually unknown. Eighty four percent of  the 
focus group participants and other secondary sources  
indicated that most of  the MAPs do not adhere to  
modern agricultural propagation practices. Another 
major challenge as indicated by most (63%) of  the 
sources of  the study is the lack of  know-how in  

processing technologies, lack of  regular supplies of  
plant raw materials in adequate quantities on long-term 
basis, unavailability of  sustainable production processes, 
lack of  institutional capability (63%) to advice on quality 
requirements of  standardized plant extracts, policy and 
regulatory mechanisms.
Regarding policy from the South African perspective, 
medicinal products are controlled by legislation in the 
medicines and Related Substances Control Act,21 includ-
ing the Pharmacy Act22 and their related regulations and 
Ethical Rules. The Medicinal Control Council (MCC) 
is the primary agency in South Africa responsible for 
control, regulation and registration of  all medicinal. 
The legislative approach for herbal medicines only 
makes accommodation of  registration of  medicines in 
two categories: orthodox and veterinary medicines.19 
Homeopathic medicine is dealt with under the orthodox 
category, but complementary medicines, which included 
African traditional medicine was not adequately covered. 
African traditional medicine has now been removed 
from this category and the MCC is reviewing the legisla-
tion. Section 14 of  the medicines and Related Substance 
Control Act stipulates that no person shall sell any med-
icines that need to be registered, unless that medicine 
has already been registered.23 The MCC has accepted 
the following understanding of  herbal medicine for the 
purpose of  registration.
Herbal medicines are finished, labeled medicinal products 
that contain an active ingredients aerial or under-ground 
parts of  plants or other plant material or combination 
thereof, whether in the crude state or as plant prepa-
ration. An herbal medicine does not include medicines  
used exclusively in formalized Herbalism or in traditional 
indigenous herbalist practices. Any company manufac-
turing registered medicinal products is required to be 
a pharmaceutical company registered with the MCC,  
as well as with the South Africa Pharmacy Council.  
In 1994, the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean published Guidelines for Formulation 
of  National Policy on Herbal Medicines. As the majority 
of  the world population seeks treatment with traditional 
medical practices, especially herbal medicine, and as 
herbal medicines are of  particular value in gastrointes-
tinal problems, upper respiratory tract ailments, urinary 
tract diseases and skin diseases, the need to formulate  
national policies on traditional medicines and to encourage 
co-operation between Member States in this regard is 
evident.18

In Africa the use of  herbal medicine is based on the 
traditional knowledge and belief. However, knowledge 
about herbal medicines is very limited in most of  the 
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developed countries. This limits the usage, consumption 
and marketability of  the plants. It is therefore important 
to employ a special deliberate systematic approach or 
strategy to link with end-users in the developed coun-
tries to study their use in herbal supplements and herbal 
remedies manufactured by them, explore the possibility 
of  selling traditional herbal supplements and tonics and 
lastly, to examine the requirements for marketing tradi-
tional medicines.
Last but not the least of  the marketing challenges is 
the lack of  value adding to the African Medicinal and  
Aromatic Plants preparations. It is an established  
fact that value-adding improves income from the prod-
ucts, however majority of  primary producers of  herbal 
medicines in Africa have not as yet moved towards  
adding value to local natural products. It has been indi-
cated by many researchers that some plants originating 
from Africa have become sources of  important drugs 
with examples extending to Neostigmine which is made 
from the Calabar bean being used in treating glaucoma 
and as an insecticide.24,25

Lack of access to information

About 65% of  the focus group participants in the study 
and the other secondary sources identified lack of  
access to information as one of  the challenges limiting 
the development of  the African herbal medicine industry. 
International databases and journals form the major 
sources of  literature for many researchers and knowl-
edge seekers of  African herbal medicines and aromatic  
plants. However, due to lack of  finance and other  
economic priorities institutions do not subscribe to these 
sources for data/information. It should be emphasized 
that critical information/data required for technolo-
gies and scientific processing of  herbal medicines and 
aromatic plants are not available at the aforementioned 
sources; many of  the sources that contain such impor-
tant data and information are usually patented and 
requires money to be granted access.

Human resource development challenge

Sixty-seven percent of  the focus group participants as 
well as the secondary sources identified lack of  modern 
skills capacity as a major challenge to the development 
of  the MAP industry. More highly qualified specialists 
in chemical engineering and technology are required 
if  appropriate and proper scientific research in African 
herbal and aromatic plants are to be undertaken. How-
ever, very few scientists in Africa specialize in this field; 
the services of  the few specialists available are also 
required in other similar industrial sectors, making it a 
major limitation to the industry’s development. 

Pressure on the ecology

The majority (81%) of  the focus groups and other 
respondents indicated that the major concern facing  
African medicinal and aromatic plants’ continuous  
availability, development and use is its survival and 
reproducing ability for future supply needs. In most 
of  the LDCs the herbal medicinal and aromatic plants 
usually grow in the wild and harvested without restric-
tions by traditional herbal medicine practitioners. The 
plants are harvested sometimes for commercial use; 
some of  the harvesting procedures used are destructive 
especially where shoots and underground parts are 
removed incorrectly and become vulnerable to higher 
temperatures; this may disrupt or curtail the photo-
synthetic activities of  the affected plants.26 There is 
reported evidence of  severe decline in herbal medicinal 
plants in many parts of  the world and attributed it to  
the demand in international trade and not to the supply 
needed by the indigenous population.27 The trade in 
botanicals is largely unmonitored. This over-exploitative 
practice without primary cultivation of  the plants for 
regeneration coupled with other factors such as climate  
change, desertification, bush fires, drought and popula-
tion growth will cause drastic decline of  African medicinal  
plant resources’ genetic diversity and livelihoods of  people 
who depend on plants. Other studies have indicated 
that demand for medicinal plant-based raw materials is 
growing and many African medicinal plant species are 
used in curing more than one disease.28

The intellectual property challenge 

The study also found from the secondary sources that 
intellectual property rights of  traditional medicines 
continue to be one of  the major concerns in the Less 
Developed Countries. It is very difficult for them to be 
patented, because the plants have been used by many 
people in many traditional medicines for many years 
from generation to generation; however, they can be 
registered as individual or regional trademarks, with  
unequivocal directions of  source. The hindrance to  
patenting of  the African traditional medicines in LDCs 
are many and varied which include: nonexistence of  
legislative framework for official recognition of  African 
herbal medicines and their registration and property 
rights procedures; lack of  knowledge about intellectual 
property rights; high cost of  patenting to the African 
and their institutions; lack of  patent experts to advise 
on requirements for patenting; and the fact that plant 
materials cannot be patented in their natural form. 
Traditional healers associations have identified the 
high costs of  filing patent applications as the biggest 
obstacle to the acquisition of  patents by practitioners 
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of  traditional medicines.29 According to the report by 
the World Intellectual Property Organisation,30 holders 
of  indigenous knowledge systems pointed out that the  
transaction costs of  the formal system are beyond  
the capacity of  the majority of  informal innovators, 
hindering their ability to file for patents. Although it 
is true that plant materials cannot be patented in their 
natural form, efforts should be made to protect the  
processes involved in the development of  herbal medicine 
and aromatic products as well as the novel uses of  the 
products.

CONCLUSION

Major challenges observed from the study included; 
very low-yielding species, poor quality outputs and poor  
processing methods. In addition, most MAPs do not 
adhere to agricultural propagation practices, deterring 
them as desirable crops. Moreover, there are many  
differences in traditional medicines so produced in 
respect of  quality. Determining the right medicinal  
concentrations, dosage and toxicity concerns require 
highly efficient modern technologies. Other issues of  
concern revealed in the study included, intellectual 
property rights, lack of  access to information, marketing 
of  products and sustainable conservation.
The cost of  setting up a full value chain industry for 
MAP’s includes major investment in research and devel-
opment in order for the country to best utilise its natural 
resource despite these hegemonic challenges discussed. 
Important recommended strategies are that:
Government should come out with clear agricultural 
policies to establish an information centre that acts as a 
source of  information for producers/harvesters.
Government should work on technical issues concern-
ing African medicinal and aromatic plants such as; 
promoting the use of  research and experts on issues 
regarding the marketing of  the products. 
Initiatives from rural and peri-urban community 
towards African medicinal and aromatic plants should 
be supported by appropriate assistance from institutions 
by providing adequate extension services, improving 
grants, and access to credit inputs. This call for policy 
proposals that could help addresses the challenges faced 
by the marketing. The need for improvement in access to 
markets and market information with respect to African  
medicinal and aromatic plants should be one of  the  
priorities of  governments. 
Government should assist in human resource develop-
ment through mobilization, facilitation and integration of  

a comprehensive market strategy that will enable African 
medicinal and aromatic plants producers/harvesters to  
have greater access to national and international markets. 
One of  the vital necessities of  a successful agricultural 
sector is the availability of  reliable, readily available and  
understandable market information. This enhances pro-
ducers’ decision making and afford them a chance to 
exploit market opportunities. With the current dereg-
ulation of  the various control boards, timely market  
information has become even more important as  
producers will now have to be more involved in marketing  
of  their produce. 
The balance between marketing of  inputs and produc-
tion is vital to guard against the cost price-squeeze 
syndrome. Supply-side measures help reduce the costs 
price-squeeze syndrome and lead to sustainable growth 
of  the manufacturing sector. Some of  these measures 
are:

•	 �Support for technological development and  
diffusion: 

•	 �Support for skill development of  producers espe-
cially young aspiring producers.

•	 �Competitive input prices; 
•	 �Support programmes with respect to infrastructural 

development; and 
•	 �Promotion of  both internal and export marketing 

programs. 

For production to be effective, the current extension 
services should be enhanced and given an independent 
unit with the objective of; 

•	 �Awareness on African medicinal and aromatic plants  
•	 �Market coordination with respect to African 

medicinal and aromatic plants
•	 �Information centre and 
•	 �Capacity building, especially for young producers 

The government is expected to facilitate the creation of  
new opportunities for the established and new entrant 
producers by developing support systems and infra-
structure and by the provision of  training, marketing 
information and other support services. 
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