Journal of African Development

Website: https://www.afea-jad.com/

Research Article

Traditional Medicine in African Public Health Strategy

Authors Information

Abstract & Keywords:

Name of the Authors: Abstract

John Wilcox,2Linda Rodriguez, Traditional medicine (TM) plays a critical role in the public health strategy of
SRenee  White,Heather =~ Baker, many African nations, particularly in rural and underserved communities. This

STiffany Olsen

Affiliations of the Authors:

article explores the historical context, current integration efforts, benefits,
challenges, and policy frameworks surrounding traditional medicine within
African health systems. By analyzing data, policy developments, and case

'Department of Economics, Kyoto @ studies, the article presents an overview of how TM contributes to health
Central University, Japan,2Department | outcomes and universal health coverage goals while underscoring the

of Management,
Management School, Germany,
3Department of Environmental Studies,

healthcare.

Transatlantic | challenges related to regulation, safety, and collaboration with modern

Alexandria School of Governance, Keywords: Traditional medicine, African health systems, public health,
Egypt,*Department  of  Economics, | universal health coverage, healthcare integration, rural health, policy

Global Policy School, Brazil.
*Corresponding author:
John Wilcox

Article History:
Received: 07.03.2024
Revised :12.06.2024
Accepted: 23.07.2024
Published: 30.09.2024

frameworks, regulation, safety, health outcomes.

INTRODUCTION

Traditional medicine in Africa comprises long-standing
indigenous health approaches involving herbal remedies,
spiritual therapies, and ancestral knowledge. It remains
the primary healthcare resource for approximately 80% of
the population, particularly in rural areas where access to
conventional medicine is limited or unaffordable. The
African public health strategy increasingly recognizes the
role of TM in enhancing healthcare accessibility,
strengthening health systems, and achieving Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) related to health and well-
beinglZ,

2. Historical Context and Importance of Traditional
Medicine in Africa

Rooted deeply in African culture, traditional medicine has
been practiced for millennia, maintaining not only
physical but also emotional and spiritual health.
Colonialism and the introduction of Western medicine
marginalized TM, but post-independence efforts across
the continent have sought to revive and formalize its role
in national health systems. For example:

e Nigeria established the National Traditional
Healers’ Board and the Nigeria Natural Medicine
Development Agency to regulate and promote
T™MEL

e By 2012, forty African countries had developed
national TM policies, significantly up from eight
countries in 20001,

These initiatives acknowledge the historical reliance of
African populations on TM and seek to harness its
potential contribution to primary health care.

3. Integration of Traditional Medicine in African
Public Health Policies

3.1 Policy Frameworks and Strategies

The World Health Organization (WHO) African Region
has been instrumental in fostering the integration of
traditional medicine into formal health systems through
resolutions and regional strategies such as AFR/RC49/RS
(2000) and wupdates in 2013. These frameworks
emphasize:

e Research and development of TM products and
practices.

e Safety, efficacy, and quality assurance of
traditional medicines.

e Development of regulatory systems for practitioner
accreditation and intellectual property rights
protection.

e Inclusion of traditional medicines in national
essential medicines lists!!4],

3.2 Health System Collaboration

Successful integration involves collaboration between
traditional practitioners, biomedical professionals, and
policymakers, aiming to:

e Improve patient safety by standardizing practices
and training traditional healers.

e Promote reciprocal referrals and information
sharing between TM and modern healthcare
providers.

e Enhance conservation and sustainable cultivation
of medicinal plantst!Z,
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4. Contributions of Traditional Medicine to Public
Health in Africa

Traditional medicine's contributions to African health
systems are multifaceted:

e Accessibility and Affordability: TM offers
accessible healthcare to rural and marginalized
populations where modern health infrastructure is
sparse.

e Complementary Health Approaches: Herbal
remedies address common ailments and chronic
diseases, often practiced alongside conventional
medicine.

e  Cultural Competency: TM respects community
beliefs and spiritual health, fostering acceptance
and trust in healthcare delivery8!,

e Disease Management: Studies show TM's role in
managing infectious diseases (malaria, HIV/AIDS)
and non-communicable conditions (hypertension,
diabetes ).

5. Challenges in Integrating Traditional Medicine
Despite its potential, several barriers hinder the full
integration of TM into public health systems:

e Safety and Standardization: Concerns persist
over the safety profiles of some herbal medicines
and inconsistency in preparation and dosage'%.

o Regulatory Gaps: Many countries struggle with
incomplete legal frameworks, weak enforcement,
and lack of coordination among stakeholderst®!.

e Mutual Distrust: There is lingering skepticism
between allopathic and traditional practitioners,
complicating joint health efforts!!6],

e Resource Constraints: Insufficient funding for
research, capacity building, and infrastructure
limits the modernization and scaling of TM
services.

e Documentation and Research: Lack of rigorous
clinical trials and data inhibits broader acceptance
and integration in formal medicinet®lZ,

6. CASE STUDIES AND REGIONAL EXAMPLES
Nigeria

Nigeria has historically led efforts to integrate TM by
setting up regulatory bodies, research institutions, and
policies to support herbal medicine development. The
government has recognized TM’s role, especially in
primary care, promoting collaboration between traditional
and modern systems?2!2],

Ghana and South Africa

Both countries have programs to certify traditional
healers, incorporate TM products into national medicines
lists, and conduct research to validate traditional
therapies®, Ghana’s Ministry of Health actively
supports TM integration as part of its universal health
coverage agenda.

Kenya
Kenya has made progress in policy formulation but faces
challenges in formal recognition and regulation of

traditional medical practitioners®,

7. Data and Visual Insights

Indicator Value/Status Source
Percentage of African ~80% WHO, 2022
population relying on 21

™

Number of African 40 (as of 2012) up WHO

countries with TM from 8 in 2000 Regional

policies Report 4

Countries including TM 7 WHO Report
4]

products in essential
medicine lists

Figure 1: Growth of African Countries with National
TM Policies (2000-2012)

Year Number of Countries
2000 8

2005 20

2010 35

2012 40

Figure 2: Integration Status of Traditional Medicine
across Selected African Countries (2024)

Country ™ TM in Essential Practitioner
Policy Medicines List Regulation

Nigeria Yes Yes Established

Ghana Yes Yes Partial

South Yes Yes Advanced

Africa

Kenya In No Limited
Progress

Uganda Yes Partial In

Development

8. Recommendations for Enhancing Traditional
Medicine in Public Health

e Strengthen Regulatory Frameworks: Establish
and enforce laws for standardization, certification,
and safety monitoring of TM products and
practitioners.

e Promote Research and Evidence-Based
Practices: Support clinical trials, documentation,
and conservation of medicinal plants.

e Facilitate Collaboration: Build trust and
cooperation between traditional and modern health
practitioners through joint training and referral
systems.

e Expand Public Awareness and Education:
Educate communities on the safe use of TM and
benefits of integrated healthcare approaches.
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e Sustainable Resource Management: Encourage
cultivation and biodiversity conservation to ensure

sustainable supply of medicinal plants[¢1#12],

9. CONCLUSION

Traditional medicine remains a cornerstone of health care
delivery across Africa, especially in rural regions with
limited biomedical access. Its integration into public
health strategies offers a culturally relevant, affordable,
and effective conduit to achieving universal health
coverage and improving health outcomes. However,
overcoming challenges such as safety, regulation, and
inter-system collaboration is critical. Robust policy
frameworks, research investment, and partnership
building are necessary to harness the full potential of
African traditional medicine as a vital complement to
modern healthcare.

This comprehensive approach acknowledges and elevates
traditional medicine’s place within African health
systems, steering the continent toward more inclusive,
accessible, and culturally sensitive health care futures.
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