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The objective of this research study was to understand the relationship between|
folk herbalists and herbal bio-diversity by exploring the meanings and values regarding bio-
diversity as well as the pattern of medicinal plant usage among local folk herbalists. The
study also examines socio-economic factors influencing the relationship between herbalist
and local bio-diversity. This study was a qualitative research using methods including in-
depth interviews, participant observations, and group discussions. Key informants were folk
herbalists, indigenous healers, and local villagers living in the communities where research
was conducted. Field investigation was undertaken during November 1998 through
February 2000.

The findings suggested that meanings and values regarding bio-diversity held by
local folk herbalists were informed by three sets of indigenous knowledge: 1) Knowledge of
characteristics and medicinal uses of herbs, 2) Knowledge of how to harvest and use herbal
plants and plant parts in sustainable ways and 3) Knowledge of local resources and
indigenous ecosystem management. With regard to the pattern of medicinal herb usage, the
findings indicate that the main characteristic of herbal usage prior to the World War II was
for self-reliance. Indigenous knowledge of herbs and medicinal plants was transmitted and
learned locally among herbalists. Herbs were gathered and used mainly within households
fand communities. Simple methods were used in preparing herbs including boiling and
grinding against stone.

After the World War II, local herbalists increasingly relied on drugstores for thei
herbal supplies and procurement. Preparing methods also changed. Electrical grinding
machine was used to prepare powdered herbs, which were made into pill, tablet, and|
capsule. Herbalists relied more heavily on knowledge learned in classroom, which became]
necessary to pass the state’s licensing examination in order to legally practice traditional
medicine. Herbs and medicinal plants increasingly became commodities and were traded|
outside the communities by local herbalists.

With regard to factors effecting the relationship between herbalists and herbal bio-
diversity, the study suggested that the local worldview, had high regard toward nature,
belief in supernatural and spiritual beings related to herbs, and the sustainable ways of life
the communities used toward the conservation of local bio-diversity. On the contrary
though, the centralized system of government, the imposition of the state’s conservational
zone management policy and the commercialization of medicinal plants severely destroyed
local herbal bio-diversity. The study recommends that the government could make use of
local folk herbalists in conserving local bio-diversity by developing policies to revive the]
indigenous body of knowledge on traditional medicine. Ways and means could well be
developed to use herbalist’s competency in bio-resources management.
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