
INDIGENOUS TRADITIONAL PLANT MEDICINES 

THE NEED

Indigenous people in remote Top End communities are still 
using medicinal plants – topically mostly, for skin conditions. 
The skin diseases that traditional medicinal plants are being 
used to treat are at epidemic levels. We need new solutions, 
and we need to respect and engage Aboriginal people in the 
process of discovering them. We need effective medicines that 
actually get used.

A team of botanists, chemists and microbiologists is already 
assembled.  The Menzies Child Health Indigenous Reference 
Group, members of which helped identify the need for this 
study, will facilitate consultations with traditional knowledge 
holders.  Further research is required on traditional medicinal 
plants and specifically to address the in tercept between 
Indigenous medicines and western therapies. 

THE PARTNERSHIP OPPORTUNITY 

In an initial pilot phase, Menzies will analyse twelve selected 
traditional Aboriginal medicinal plants that are currently being 
used to treat skin sores, and validate their antimicrobial activity 
against six key micro-organisms implicated in skin conditions. 
Post-testing and chemical characterisation, prototype products 
will be developed. A second phase will expand to 150 cited 
medicinal plants from the Northern Territory (NT) and select 
a minimum of 5 extracts to take into Phase 3-4 to formulate 
selected extracts into therapeutic topical products, retest for 
efficacy and run pilot/case studies on human participants in NT 
communities. The research team will also formulate selected 
extracts into domestic and personal hygiene products, retest 
for efficacy and run pilot/case studies on human participants 
and dwellings in NT communities. This program will also 
employ a number of Indigenous trainees in botany, chemistry, 
microbiology, business and marketing. Training for health 
care services in using new remedies will also be provided. 
This program will involve compilation and consolidation 
of documented Australian traditional medicinal plants with 
development of a data base for ongoing recording of testing 
and analyses.

THE IMPACT

The current epidemic of skin disease in remote Aboriginal 
Australia sits at the heart of the crisis in Indigenous health. We 
have now established its links to kidney disease and Rheumatic 
Heart Disease (RHD) – two leading causes of ill health and 
premature death among Indigenous Australians. This program 
has major potential to bring Indigenous knowledge together 
with Western concepts about infectious disease prevention 
and treatment. Following extensive testing and chemical 
characterisation, prototype healthcare products would be 
developed with pilot studies in Indigenous communities.

This project holds the promise of exciting new research 
discovery about traditional Indigenous medicinal plants, and 
potentially, deliver long term impact on the prevention of future 
skin diseases.

PARTNERSHIP SOUGHT PILOT STUDY $10,000; 
SCALED UP PROGRAM $600,000 

The pilot study will be supported by extensive in-kind 
contributions, but $10,000 is needed to support a microbiology 
student and purchase consumables. The second, expanded 
study requires $200,000 per year for three years, covering 
lab staff, Indigenous traineeships, material costs and health 
clinician training. 

Integria Healthcare, a company based in Australia with a 
research facility to develop, test and deliver high quality natural 
medicines and herbal remedies is the industry partner. 

STATS AND FACTS

• In remote communities, up to 70% of children are affected 
by infectious skin diseases before their first birthday, with 
some statistics putting skin sore prevalence as high as 
90% of all remote children.

• Scabies is endemic, with up to 50% of children and 25% of 
adults infected at any time.

• Skin sores in childhood are one of the reasons Aboriginal 
people have chronic diseases in such vastly over-
represented numbers. 

• In the Northern Territory, Aboriginal Australians are a 
staggering 60 times more likely to develop RHD; which 
is linked to early skin disease. Gains in skin disease 
eradication, therefore will translate to decreases in early 
deaths to RHD down the track.

“Addressing skin sores early can nip chronic disease 
in the bud. Addressing them by means that incorporate 
elements of traditional medicine will exponentially 
improve usage. Better usage means better results, with 
the rich rewards of better health in remote communities 
that are plagued by illness and premature death. 

In addressing endemic skin disease, we need to use every 
tool at our disposal, and leave no stone unturned as we 
search for better answers. We must do so hand in hand 
with Aboriginal people; respecting their knowledge and 
ensuring always that the learning goes ‘both ways’. 
– Dr Greg Leach, Program Leader, Child Health Division
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