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NEW PRODUCTS 
 

The following new Phytomed products are now available: 
 
Kiwiherb, Menobalance™ capsules 

  
Containing extracts equivalent to dried:    
Sage leaf (Salvia officinalis) certified organic, 1000mg  
Black cohosh root (Cimicifuga racemosa) certified organic, 350mg  
Price:         60 Capsules   $18.80 
  
Practitioner-only product:      Price  
       200ml   500ml 
Black Walnut (Juglans nigra), unripe hulls.       1:10 $10.55  $22.82 
 
 

For more information on these or any other products contact us at the office on 
Freephone 0508 PHYTOMED (0508 749 866) or email: enquiries@phytomed.co.nz 

 

 
 
 

Herbals industry endangering plant species 

 
Results of a study carried out on behalf of the WWF are due to be published later this year in 
the conservation journal Biodiversity and Conservation, and will allegedly point the finger at 
the herbal medicines industry for being irresponsible in terms of endangering thousands of 
plant species from around the world.  
 
Revealed in a February edition of New Scientist magazine

(1)
, the report suggests that two-

thirds of some 50,000 medicinal plants in use today are still harvested from the wild, and that 
between 4000 and 10,000 of them may now be endangered.  It goes on to lay the blame at 
the feet of the herbal industry which has not ensured sustainability of its supplies.  
 
The report claims to have found that eleven out of sixteen British herbal companies harvest all 
the plants they sell from the wild. According to Plantlife International, a charity organization 
dedicated to preserving plant life in its natural habitat, some 1300 medicinal plants found in 
Europe are used commercially, and up to 90% are collected from the wild

(2)
. 

On the 10
th
 of February this year, the World Health Organisation released the WHO 

Guidelines on Good Agricultural and Collection Practices (GACP) for Medicinal Plants. This 
80-page document sets down guidelines for food, agricultural and collection practices for 



medicinal plants. Its aim is not only to increase the awareness of governments concerning the 
rising risk to plant species, but also the need for good quality, safe production of herbs. Wild 
American ginseng, Golden seal, Echinacea, Black cohosh, Slippery elm, Pygeum, Kava and 
Devil’s claw head the list of at risk herbs according to the WHO

(3)
.  

 

Convention on Trade in Endangered Species of Flora and Fauna (CITES) 
CITES is an international agreement between governments which aims to ensure that 
international trade in specimens of wild animals and plants, including medicinal plants, does 
not threaten their survival. The Convention affords varying degrees of protection (Appendices 
I, II & III) to species according to the level of threat posed to them. Species listed in Appendix 
I are those which are threatened with extinction and for which trade is permitted only in 
exceptional circumstances. Species listed in Appendix II are not necessarily threatened with 
extinction now, however they may become so unless trade is closely controlled. International 
trade of specimens listed in Appendix II may occur as long as certain scientific and legal 
criteria are satisfied.  Appendix III contains species that are protected in at least one country, 
which has asked other CITES countries for assistance in controlling its trade.   
 
American ginseng (Panax quinquifolium) 
Highly sought after by the Chinese as an alternative to Korean ginseng (see Phytonews 15), 
and the second most popular herbal product in the US after garlic, American ginseng has 
been scarce in the wild in North America for a number of years. It is vulnerable to pests in a 
monoculture system, and because of this, cultivated ginseng is often laced with pesticides 
and herbicides, making the wildcrafted versions an exceptionally attractive alternative. The 
United Sates is the main supplier of wild Panax quinquefolium, supplying Hong Kong with 
90% of its annual turnover, estimated at 60,000kg

(4)
. Approximately 85% of Panax 

quinquefolium exported by the U.S. to Hong Kong is from wildcrafted sources.  
 

Wild American ginseng has been exported to the far east for over 275 years, and Asian 
consumers believe the wildcrafted root has far greater curative power than that from 
cultivated sources. This is reflected in the higher prices it commands. Between 1992 and 
2000 the average price per pound of the wild was US$450. The top recorded price is US$700 
per pound. Comparatively, cultivated American ginseng root, grown under artificial shade with 
pesticides, herbicides and fertilisers is sold for prices as low as US$20

(5)
.  This disparity in 

prices encourages serious over-harvesting of the wild populations.  
 
Listed in CITES Appendix II, the American government has set up regulations to try and 
protect the remaining wild populations of this plant, however enforcing these regulations is 
difficult, and illegal harvesting of American ginseng appears to be a major problem with 350 
violations recorded between 1991 and 1999 in one national park alone

(5)
. 

 

Ginseng is now scarce over much of its natural range and collection has been suspended in a 
number of state and federal forests. To try and curb illegal harvesting the National Park 
Service has even resorted to colouring the roots of the plants growing on its land, as the 
colouring is unacceptable to Asian consumers

(5)
.  

 

According to the WWF
(6)

, only 5 per cent of any given wild population can be harvested 
without negative impacts. In addition to the serious over-harvesting of the wild populations, 
the destruction of forests, the natural habitat for American ginseng which requires deep shade 
to grow, is also having a serious impact.  
 
Golden seal (Hydrastis canadensis) 
Thirty years ago, Golden seal grew abundantly in the wild and its roots sold for 18 cents a 
kg

(7)
. Current retail prices per kg are well over US$220, making it one of the most expensive 

herbs on the market. It is listed in CITES Appendix II, and it is considered that golden seal 
could easily become commercially extinct unless wild plants are strictly managed, and 
cultivation is increased. Publicity over the last 10 years has resulted in the initiation of various 
cultivation programmes, however commercial production of Hydrasits canadensis is still small 
scale and it is currently reported to be cultivated in only six states in the US

(7)
.  

 
Echinacea (Echinacea spp) 
Conservation concerns regarding Echinacea species are centred around the rarer members 
of the family, E. tennesseensis and E. laevigata, which are protected under the US 



Endangered Species Act, rather than the more common E. pallida, E. purpurea, and E. 
angustifolia which are not legally protected. The cultivation of Echinacea has increased 
dramatically over the past 10 years since its popularity boom, taking the pressure off wild 
populations. Despite this, wild crafting still occurs

(8)
, thus conservation concerns have not 

been entirely eliminated.  Careless harvesting by untrained collectors who are unable to 
identify different species has lead to over-harvesting of the rarer Echinacea species, as well 
as problems with adulteration due to all wild-harvested material being likely to be sold as E. 
angustifolia

(9)
.  

 
Black cohosh (Cimicifuga racemosa) 
Wild populations of Black Cohosh have come under increasing pressure in the past few years 
due to its growing global popularity, and through difficulties in cultivation at a commercial 
level.  In terms of popularity, Black cohosh was one of the fastest growing herbals in the US in 
1998, with a 511 per cent increase in sales compared to 1997

(10)
. Cultivation on a commercial 

scale is limited and accounts for only three per cent of the total harvest between 1997 and 
1999. For the same period, it is estimated that around half-a million kilos of dried root was 
harvested from wild populations, equating to around 9.2 million plants annually

(10)
. The 

species has recently been recommended for inclusion in CITES Appendix II. 
 
Slippery elm (Ulmus rubra) 
A combination of poor wildcrafting techniques and the damage caused by Dutch Elm disease 
has resulted in growing concerns regarding the sustainability of this valuable herb

(11)
. Slippery 

elm has been classified as ‘at risk’ for a number of years now, and its propagation and yield 
are currently being researched by the National Center for the Preservation of Medicinal Herbs 
in America.  
 
Pygeum (Prunus africana) 
Popular in many European countries for the treatment of prostate disorders, Pygeum bark is 
harvested from wild trees growing in the mountain forests of continental Africa and 
Madagascar.  France is the biggest importer of Pygeum, followed closely by Spain, and both 
countries re-import processed extracts. Pygeum bark and its extracts are traded on a larger 
scale than any other wild-collected African tree.  Commercial exploitation of the bark began in 
1972, and the retail trade value of Prunus is now estimated at US$220 million a year

(12)
. 

 
In Cameroon, the biggest exporter of Pygeum bark and bark extracts, exports have grown 
considerably in the last few decades. In the 1980s, an average of 1.5 million kg was exported 
annually, and this rose to 2 million kg in the early 1990s. Even with an official ban on exports 
in force by the Cameroonian government, 3.9 million kilograms were exported in 1990-
1991

(13)
.  

 
International trade of Pygeum bark has been regulated by CITES since 1995. It is listed in 
Appendix II of the Convention, however regulation of trade is difficult as it is traded in five 
different forms.  
 
A combination of commercial exploitation, habitat loss and unsustainable harvesting have 
lead to the decline of Prunus africana

(13)
.  Although it is possible to cultivate the bark in a 

sustainable manner, many untrained harvesters either cut too much of the bark, resulting in 
the death of the tree, or fell the whole tree just for the bark.  
 
Devil’s claw (Harpagophytum procumbens) 
Devil’s claw is grown in southern Africa and Namibia is the biggest exporter. Exports from 
Namibia to Germany have grown from 28 tons in 1973 to 700 tons in 2002

(14)
. Export is worth 

an estimated N$10 million per annum to the Namibian economy
(14)

, and there are currently no 
records of any cultivation of the herb

(15)
. It is protected in Namibia by the Nature Conservation 

Ordinance which stipulates that permits are required for its possession, collection and 
transport, however there is believed to be little in the way of effective implementation

(15)
.  

W.H.O. estimate that between 10,000 and 15,000 harvesters rely on sales from its collection 
as their only source of cash

(3)
, however current prices for the herb do not reflect the 

conservation concerns for it. Over the last 24 years, prices have dropped by as much as 85 
per cent

(3)
, which provides no encouragement for good management of this resource.  

 



The majority of wild harvesting is believed to be undertaken in an unsustainable manner. 
Harvesting is often intensive, can involve the uprooting of very young plants, or collection of 
the main tap root rather than the secondary storage roots, resulting in death of the whole 
plant. In 1998 a sustainably harvested Devil’s Claw project was set up on one resettlement 
farm in Namibia. This has expanded rapidly, providing local people with a sustainable product 
at a guaranteed fair price. As with many other threatened species this approach is highly 
recommendable, particularly where the plants are native to poorer countries where the local 
communities rely heavily on the revenue obtained from their harvesting and exporting.  
 
Kava (Piper methysitcum) 
In 2001, Kava was one of the top ten best selling herbs globally

(16)
. Its popularity soared to 

new heights in 1998 with a consequent surge in sales to an estimated US$50 million. During 
the whole of 1996 around 100,000kg of the dried root was shipped to Europe, while in 1998 
50,000kg was being shipped each week from Fiji alone

(17)
.  In 1997 processors were selling 

Kava extract to manufacturers for US$100 per kg, but by 1998 this had risen to US$250-300. 
Growers however were receiving only US$5-8 per kg 

(17)
.  

 
Populations of wild Kava have been under threat in Hawaii for a number of years, however 
the dramatic increase in popularity of this herb until 2002 resulted in many other Pacific 
islands cultivating it on a large scale. What is of concern is the social impact of the popularity 
of this herb in terms of the recent ‘boom and bust’ in the kava market, which has had several 
negative effects on local cultures and environments.  The boom resulted in temporary 
shortages of kava at reasonable prices for local cultural practices. Natural forest has been 
cleared, often on steep slopes, to make way for kava plantations, and this has led to soil 
erosion and landslides.  

 

The ‘bust’ on the other hand, triggered by the withdrawal of kava in markets of most 
developed countries following case reports of hepatotoxicity linked with overuse of kava 
derived products, has lead to unfavourable effects on local economies and growers. Many of 
these had been expanding the acreage under cultivation, and efforts were being made to 
encourage cultivation in the lowlands rather than in the uplands, where it was proving 
destructive. Growers and their rural communities are now suffering from a dramatic drop in 
demand for this major cash crop in the Pacific region. 
 
This situation highlights the need to understand and respect traditional applications, 
production methods and the sourcing of the herbs we use. It also provides a strong case for 
the need to develop production and marketing arrangements which provide social, 
environmental and economic benefits which extend to the level of the farmer or grower. 

 

 Other endangered species 
Conservation concerns have been raised for a number of other common  phytomedicines, 
including False Unicorn root (Chamaelirium luteum) (see Phytonews 15), Wild indigo (Baptisia 
tinctora), Picrorhiza (Picrorhiza kurroa), Arnica (Arnica montana), Beth root (Trillium spp.), 
Bogbean (Menyanthes trifoliata), Buchu (Agathosma betulina), Blue cohosh (Caulophyllum 
thalictroides), Wild yam (Dioscorea villosa), Stone root (Collinsonia canadensis) and Guiacum 
(Guiacum officinale).  

 

Comment:  
Unfortunately, the listing of herbs in the CITES Appendices does not afford them complete 
protection from extinction as policing the regulations is extremely difficult. The importance of 
this to us as practitioners is that we need to be aware of the source of these herbs when we 
buy them, that is, its country of origin and whether it derives from wild harvested or cultivated 
plant material.  
 
Phytomed is committed to sourcing herbs from growers who can prove that their herbs are 
sourced in a sustainable and ethically sound manner.  Our American ginseng for example is  
grown here in New Zealand, our golden seal comes from a local grower and an ethical 
supplier in the U.S., and our Black Cohosh is sourced from certified organic growers both in 
the U.S. and here in New Zealand.  We are also now sourcing Arnica from local growers. 
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More on the negative effects of HRT  
 
Studies reporting the possible negative effects of HRT continue to appear in peer review 
journals. Following results from the women’s health initiative study which were reported in 
July 2002 (see Phytonews 13), a number of other studies have identified possible negative 
side-effects for this hormonal treatment. To date, combined oestrogen-progesterone HRT has 
been linked to an increased incidence of heart attacks, strokes, blood clots, invasive breast 
cancer

(1)
 and dementia

(2)
, while oestrogen-only HRT has been connected to a higher  risk of 

ovarian cancer
(3)

.  
 
The US Department of Health and Human Services issued a press release on the 2

nd
 March 

reporting that the National Institute of Health has instructed participants in the oestrogen-
alone part of the Women’s Health Initiative study to cease taking their study pills and begin 
the follow-up phase of the study

(4)
. Researchers concluded that with nearly seven years of 

follow-up completed, oestrogen alone does not appear to either increase or decrease the risk 
of heart disease, nor does it increase the risk of breast cancer, however it does appear to 
increase the risk of stroke.  
Researchers at the University of Rochester have recently identified a further possible side 
effect of HRT, diminished hearing

(5)
.  Sixty-four women aged between 60 and 86 took part in 

the study, half of which had taken HRT and half who hadn’t. The HRT group performed 
between 10 and 30 per cent worse on each of the three tests conducted, however the most 
significant disparity between the groups was in the complex setting test which measures not 
only how well the ear detects sound, but also how well the brain processes the information. 
 
The complex setting test investigates the person’s ability to decipher a sentence while 
listening to someone when there is a large amount of background noise.  In real life, the most 
common example of the complex setting test would be at a party where there are a lot of 
people talking and you are trying to listen to one particular person. 
 
According to the researchers, a large proportion of age-related hearing loss, or presbycusis, 
involves the brain’s decreasing ability to process information.  This system naturally 
diminishes with age, however in this study, women who had taken HRT performed on 
average 30 per cent worse than the control group. Researchers commented that it was 
almost as if this natural ageing process had been accelerated in these women.  


