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Sustainable Use of Medicinal Plants for Human Welfare 
 

Ernawati Sinaga 
 

Summary 
 

Herbal medicines have gained increasing popularity in the last decade. It ranges from 
traditional medicines of every country to the use of standardized extract and clinically trialed 
herbal medicines. Herbal medicines are a part of traditional medicine or complementary 
medicine. Herbal medicines are classified as herbs, herbal supplements, herbal preparations, 
and finished herbal products that contain parts of herbal plants or other herbal plant materials 
as key ingredients.  
 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), today as many as 80% of the world's 
people depend on herbal medicine for their primary health care needs, and it is on the 
increase. In several countries like China, India, Japan and Indonesia, herbal medicines and 
medicinal plants are very popular and become an important part of primary health care. 
However, it is not just in eastern countries that medicinal plants are important. In the USA, 
for example, 25% of all prescriptions from community pharmacies contained materials from 
higher plants, and of the top 150 prescription drugs, at least 118 are based on natural sources, 
and 74 percent of these come from plants. In 2013, herbal market in USA reaches $6 billions 
or 11% of global market. According to Global Industry Analysis, it is estimated that global 
herbal market will reaches to $107 billion by the end of 2017. And surprisingly, the largest 
herbal market is Europe (40%), and Germany shares highest percentage of herbal medicines 
market (28%). 
 
The increasing popularity and need of herbal medicines means the increasing demand of 
medicinal plants as main source of herbal medicines. Unfortunately,  although some plant 
species used in large quantities in herbal medicines are cultivated, the great majority are still 
collected from the wild. In Europe, from some 1300 medicinal plants used commercially, up 
to 90 percent collected from the wild. In Indonesia, from almost 2000 plant species used as 
medicinal plants and over 300 species used extensively in herbal industry, only 100 species 
are cultivated. Worldwide, some two-thirds of all medicinal plants are harvested from the 
wild. Some of these are common and fast-growing and there is no conservation concern. 
However, others are more vulnerable with their populations becoming diminished. Rapidly 
growing demand for medicinal plants, compounded by habitat degradation, is putting 
pressure on many species. Moreover, medicinal plants can have other uses than as sources of 
herbal medicines that increase their demand. They can also used as spices, food, cosmetic 
raw material, etc. Overharvesting of known medicinal plants from the wild and 
bioprospecting for new sources has also placed many medicinal species at risk of extinction. 
The dangers are genetic erosion of populations and local extinction. 
 
According to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), about 15,000 
medicinal plant species may be threatened with extinction worldwide . Experts estimate that 
the earth is losing at least one potential major medicinal plant every two years. European Red 
List of Medicinal Plants stated that 2.4% of the medicinal plant species were assigned a 
threatened category and 31% were found to have a declining population trend. Progressive 
loss of medicinal plants is not only losing present benefits from current use, but is being 
deprived of the option of future availability known as option value. Medicinal plants provide 
meaningful inputs for medicines and health care. Their loss through extinction could lead to 
considerable risk to human welfare. 



 
For all of these reasons, the conservation and sustainable use of medicinal plants has become 
increasingly urgent. Many types of action can be taken in favour of conservation and 
sustainable use of medicinal plants. Some of these are urging the cultivation of medicinal 
plants, especially which use commercially or in large quantity, study and recommend 
sustainable harvesting techniques, especially from the wild, study and implement the local 
wisdom, especially related to conservation of wild plants, study and implement advanced 
biotechnological methods of culturing plant cells and tissues, and to support government and 
authorites to develop and force regulation to protect medicinal plant species from extinction 
and to ensure that any collecting from the wild is sustainable.  
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