G.B. MARINL-BETTOLO (*)

Medicinal Plants Today

This iniermations] mesting, organized by the Academy on the initiative of
its members, G, Penso and A. Tmbesi in collaboration with the World Health
Osanization Center for Traditional Medicine, concerns not only cultursl and
“ selemtific aims buz alio the need 1o face the problem of medicinal plants in @
global context, so as 10 provide a basis for their vudy, cultivacion, harvesting
and wiilization, and alse especially to provide the authorites with guiddives for
Rality conicl and rules governing the use of these. planis.

Perbaps.snyone ot scxpisintsd with the probless related v medicinal plasts
might consider this wbject unimportant, or of oaly minar impartance.  Others
may fecl that in a period in which symhetic and highly cfficient drugs are
available for the weaiment of vatious diseases, modicinal plamis have become
absclese and represent only a centurierold tradition. Sifll others, denping, i not
entizely at least in great part, thelr thempeutic propertio snd their scicntific
iBiehess, consider them @ form of pamil remedy 10 oppose modern . drug
eorsumetism.

Thercfore 1 wish to stare that medicinal plants today do not represent only
a historic stage of therapy inumuch as, from prehistoric times wp 10 the
production of the fist syatbetic pharmaccotical a century ago, they have conyl
tuted the only means w0 relieve pain and cure illnesses. Plants with medicinal
properties, and their. eultivation, are ssill indispensable for providing. raw wa:
terial for the pharmaceutical industry, Fven b present medicinal plants play
an impartant role in our saciety and i our cconomy, & role thar perhaps we
uaderplay and under-cstimate,
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Definition and Classification of Medictssl Plants

In foct, if we define medicinal plavty 3 plants having pharmacological acti
ity — or even substances cosdjuvant w the therspeutic actlon, such ay wanaing,
mucilage, ¢ic. — we bave the following caicgories:

1) Plats containing substances active on the central nervous sywem,
We may emmerate: Papever soummferuss, which yiekls aptum among othee peodces
such s marphine; Erythroxylon coc, from which cocaine and other tropanic alkaloids.
arc obtained; the Indian hemy (Cosnabls idics) which 1 wsed 1o prcparc
hashish and marijuana, the active principles being the cannsbinoids; Khat (Catbe
edutis), very common in Arabin and the harm of Africa, comaining catinone
and other phenylethylamine alkaloids. Other plants with ONS activity are
Cereis of Mesico, or Peyodl, producing 4 mumber of halusinogenic alksloids of
the ethylamine and &w\undem roup; Ipowreos corymbose, which gives derls.
atives of Ipscrglc amide and other halucinogenic plants, such & Pepanam
Barmala and Mimosa sp. The wse by man of all the shove substances, known
as marcouics, represents one of the greatest problems of our present socery
They generally camse addiction and mndllr the behavior of pessans using them,
and frequently moy even case death.

2) Plants of extensivé production, for direct consamprion:

) Coffex arables, colfee; Theo, tea; llex paragyensis, maté. They all
contain active principles, with stmulant sctivity like caffcin and thein, They are
e in hundreds of tom 1o prepasc beversges In every coumry of
the woeld, and constitute a very important jtem of international reade.

To this particulor category of « medicinal » plants wo can add Theobroma
cacéo, which yiekds cocon, as well as other plants used in some countries in the
tropics, like the cofa mar or the berbel, which conwain caffein and arcacain,
respectively

&) Nicottana tabacurs, of twbacco, was latioduced ln the XVI ceatary
from Centeal America o Europe, as # sniffing powder, and later for the prep-
aration of cigars, cigarentes, dried leaves, e1c., for smoking,

1E raccorics may be considered onc of the great problems for all mankind,
the use of whaces — 0 far comsidered a harmless recreation s now conie
one of the most daogerous causes of tamors. On the whole, these categories of
“medicinal plants* constitute a huge source of trade and revenue, legal or illcgal,
for the economy of many coantri

1 will mention oy the cconamic Importance of coffee for Brail and Central
America; thes for Sri-Lanka, India, Malaysia and Ching; cocon for western Alica,
10 say nothing of the huge problems caused by the illepal cultivation of of porpics
in the Middle and far East (Asia), and Coca leaves in the
regions.
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3) Plants containing pharmacologically active painciples wed for ﬂw
specilic properties. Specific examples in this mw include China cal
which gives quinine and quinidine; Rauwolfis vormiroris, which yickls icte
Digitals dansts, contuining candiotonlc. glacosides, and many. others.

4) Planis contalning subsasces devoid of pharmacological activity but
fargely wsed for their coadiuvant activity In diug preparation, like the mscilage
of Poligala virginizna in the weatment of coughs and pods of the carob for the
preparation of astringent everages rich in tannins.

5) Aromatic. phants, containing essentisl oils or aromatic whetances largely
wted 10 prepare beverages and fiquoes and to cortect the mste of phasmseeutical
prepanatiors.

‘Only the last three categorics constimte the subject of the preseat mecting.
e ot possible o discuss a1 the same time the phacmaceutical and therapeutical
ik of medicinal plants together with the probleas of narcotics in the world.
Eyea the problem of the producsion and taade of <offee, tea, and cooon s beyond
the purpase of this meeting.

On the other hand, if madiciasl plants are po langer med in modeen therapy
and are thus cancelled from the pharmacopocia of Indmsrialized. counuries, they

constitute. éven now tho basis of therapy in the countsies of the Thind World,

M traditional medical practice.  That means thar plants are used for me-
dicinal purposes by aboun 0% of the 3 lillions of ihe carth's population

Even after their official ban in developed coumries, medicinal plants are
stll marketed for theic direct use, through o member of channels, like herbalisis

othess,

Planas, like vegeral raw matcrials, can be divided ino two groups: those
‘which by simple extraction give the desired sctive principles, ¢.2., Digitalis for
candise plocosides or Rauwolfia for the alkaloids, reserpine, ajmaline, cic. The
second groap. gives us precions synthones, melecules of 4 ceruin mp'lauv
which serve as intemmediarics for the preparation of active compounds.
the csse of Dioscore, from which are extracted stcrodic plucosides, whld! n
St . bl oo, veridl; Dovaonca.

1t s pow cap 10 undesund under this owee bow the el plncs
e have considered represent Impartant and paricular raw maserials, which ai
w or pathered, transported, sold and elaborated i 2 wodld ks

ters.

Medicinal Plants: Research

The problem in fact is multifaceted, involving agricultural procuction, inter-
sational commerce, distribution and the pharmaccutical indusiry. It s therefore
necessary to exanrine cosely the seinrific, boranica, chemical and pharmacological
bases of these planis.

Chemical analytical metbods have made it possible to point eut the pre-
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sence of many new peodscis and understand the. complex: blochemicil teactions
for their formation. The technigques of gencric engincering open the way 1o the
possibilicy of modifying wnd improving the planis® active principles, and bio-
technclogy makes possible the industrial production of setive principlesfrom
vegetal cells or from speouts witheat sacrificing the plant. This is important when
Nyl e el osbinis e dan e
Ravalia, which is mow sn endangered spocics.

Thir sonference thercfore will point oat the present fronticrs of reserch
o medicinal plants in the bocanical, chemical and pharmacological fiekde,

1 with to mention the interess aroused in the active principle of an Arte-
misia from China, Arsemisidine, ot Qingyao-shu, beemse of fts antimalasial prop-
erties. At the same time we must face toduy’s reality and probe more deeply
oto the production of medicinal plaats in the various parts of the world, which
are the rem of trde ad manufacture s raw materials of the pharmaceurical
industry, or for their conditioning for direct nse and sale thre

An n'lhmuun of medicinal plants, hzmdly q)uhp. _ indmluu also llmg
wseed in cosmetics and in the beverage
which, detetinoe, thel. parity are Benily,

Medicinel Plenis end Standerds of Quality

This s &' point which will be of great importance in aur dicussion today.
In the absence of a referencs suandard for quality control and becsuse of the
climination of medicinal plants from the pharmacopacss, it i difficult 1o assare
the quality, the genuineness and the batanical purity of the plants.

I recall that since the very impartant discovery, by the Spaniards in Pers
in the {7th century, of the antimalacll properdes of the China calysayo, the
bark of quinine was Imported oo Europe and was soon widely fabified
mixed with the bark of other plants which were not effective, as s observed
by the « Macsiri » of the Hospiral of Santo Spirito in Rome.

Today it s more than ever necessary that quality standands exist for thess
medicinal plants, which tepresent also an imporunt itce in international trade.

The Tstiruto Saperiore di Sanith and the Minkstry of Flealth ate interested
In knowing eor opinin, which is that of 1o many countzies, In oeder 1o sugsen
in Traly adequate regulations to protect the quality of medicinal plants and their
consmers

While there is no doubs of the economle impartance of medicinal plancs
n raw materials for the pharmacencieal indisiey, we must alo. remember the
extensive direct use that is made of medicinal plants in variows industrialized
wountries {Germany, Holland, Austria).

A this poin: the question becomes more delicare: often the medicinal plant
secves s a form of self-medicaion,  Henee the. objection of official medicine
10 allowing the use of medicinal plants without the control of a medical doctoe;
Often self-medication can be dngesous, due o cither excessive or insufficient
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dosage. especially fn the case of infusions and other beverages indicatod as cures
bt which are in peactice ineffective or toxic. To awsume in o plant an sctive
principle, highly netive pharmacologically — for example, the Jeaves of digitalis —
G <caise serious dangers and even canse

“This happens with mang other plans contsining ghucosides and alkaloide.
For. this feson there mast be o rigd disciplive i the wie and disribution. of
medicinal plants In order 1o aveid complications.

On the other hand, many plants considered medicinally usefull do o have
active. principles which justify thelr use, even if they may have coadjuvaat prop-
ertcs. Nevertheless they arc capable of inflacncing particular conditions In the
patient aad therefore they can even be useful in the psychasomatic ficld.

Moteover, sclf-medication, indoced by the idea of retum to nanue, cn
Jead 1o another dager, and i is the lack of proper dingnesis of patho-
Jogical conditioas that could be cured prompily by approprinte. means.

Discipline is thus oocessary in this ficld in order char plants find dhels
’h-hundnmmdhu,bolglmlaxmdmumwhndﬂm
controls and cu

s h.a..,,m,.m that medicinal plants be used sationally and scientifically,

oor only as an shemaiive o guthetle phamaceaticals o beone they are
el e ths belcued afc, Theae it can foen b dsngrous wherens under
the goidance of a medical doctor who knows their properties and advantages,
plants can continve to be - precious. gift of nature for the wellbeing of
humanity.




