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As we all are well aware, traditional, plant-based medicine is of great importance to the health security of the people of southern Africa. It is based almost entirely on collection of wild plants from increasingly fragmented and beleaguered natural forest and conservation areas. In the past, collection was largely for personal use and undertaken by the healers themselves. However, supplying the growing urban populace means that collection is increasingly commercial and if left uncontrolled can and does threaten the future of the high demand species and the forests and environments in which they live. Commercialisation itself has generated a whole suite of trade-dependant livelihoods which are themselves threatened by over-exploitation. Remedying this situation requires concerted effort on the part of foresters, national park managers, herbalists, traders and the public itself. However, it is easy to say action is needed but this needs to be evidence-based, in order words based on good quality information arising from objective research. 

There are a great many plant species which are used for medicine and almost any part of the plant may be harvested for use and it was not possible to research them all. In South Africa it is clear that tree bark constitutes just over half of medicinal plant material in trade. Furthermore, concern for several species within the indigenous  forests highlighted the threat posed by unregulated bark collections. So tree bark harvesting for medicinal use was selected as a useful focus for research by the Commercial Products from the Wild (Innovation Fund Project 31114). The methodology developed by this project was picked up and applied by the Forest Research Programme (R8305) project to miombo species in Zambia and Malawi and also extended the time frame and geographical range of the studies initiated by CPWild. The FRP project also included more work on trade and also traditional harvesting practices for clues on what to recommend to ensure sustainable harvesting. The FRP project was also partnered with ongoing work by FAO on the development of guidelines for resource assessment of non-wood forest products. The FAO Guidelines generalise the findings of the FRP project and makes the lessons learnt accessible to people working on other species and products. This will hopefully short-cut some of the work involved with extending research-led management to other medicinal plants.

Over the next two and half days papers will be presented which represent the state of the art on medicinal bark harvesting. The results of this research will be used to highlight policy and strategic issues at country and regional level which we wish to bring to your attention. It is easy enough to say ‘strip harvest Prunus africana’ but a much harder thing to make this common practice in the forest. Through a series of working sessions we hope to provide a facilitating environment within which you can explore what needs to be done by all the different interest groups represented here to achieve sustainable utilisation of the forests in southern Africa for medicine.  

