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Vietnam is a tropical Southeast Asian country possessing a broad range of natural resources and a long history of
a traditional medicine system. In this investigation report, we highlight the practice of traditional medicine and the use
of herbal drugs to treat common diseases and report on interviews with local traditional medicine practitioners at Phu
Quoc Island and Ninh Thuan Province in Vietnam. The results indicated that the Phu Quoc islanders possess abundant
indigenous knowledge and experiences regarding the use of plants as herbal medicine along with a widespread myth
that says the wild plants on the mountain in Phu Quoc Island are more therapeutically active than the plants of the gar-
den. In Ninh Thuan Province, the Cham community possesses their own specific traditional medicine system and some
medicinal plants used for the treatment of common diseases only exist with the Cham name. Therefore, taxonomical
study, evaluation, standardization and regulation of medicinal plants must be enhanced in these places, in order to pro-
mote the scientific development of traditional medicine.
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province in the south of Vietnam, and Ninh Thuan Province
Introduction located in the southern end of central Vietnam (Chart 1).

Vietnam is a Southeast Asian country having a long
history of a traditional medicine system. The country is rich
in diversified tropical flora and fauna and possesses a
unique traditional medicine system. Since the birth of the
Vietnamese nation, the people have developed their own tra-
ditional system of medicine, called "thuoc nam", literally
meaning "Southern Medicine". However, the influence of
other medicine systems such as the Chinese one known as
"thuoc bac", meaning "Northern Medicine"”, Cham, Indian,
can also be seen in the Vietnamese traditional medicine sys-
tem used nowadays. Despite the widespread use of western
medicine, the majority of the population has been relying on
traditional medicine because of its low cost and availability.
The curative outcome of traditional medicine, which has
been proved through generations, becomes a crucial and im-
portant health care system in Vietnam.

In the course of our continued research on the
Vietnamese traditional medicine system, during the last five
years, we have visited and interviewed local traditional
medicine practitioners in An Giang, Lam Dong, Khanh Hoa
and Phu Yen provinces, and collected a wide range of
Vietnamese traditional medicinal plants.” Based on the in-
formation gathered from the practitioners, experiments have
been conducted and chemical constituents as well as bio-
logical activities on those plants such as antiproliferative Chart. 1 Map of study sites in Vietnam.
and xanthine oxidase inhibitors have been reported.>¥ In 1. Phu Quoc Island (Kien Giang province)
this new three-year project, we investigated the TM system 2. Ninh Thuan province
and practices in Phu Quoc Island, a part of Kien Giang
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Survey in Phu Quoc

Phu Quoc Island is the largest island in Vietnam, situ-
ated in the gulf of Thailand. Half of the island remains for-
ested. It is famous for Aquilaria crassna (Thymelaeaceae)
and Piper nigrum (Piperaceae). The former is a highly valu-
able plant, which produces the incense heartwood, well
known as agarwood. We have investigated the plantation
and cultivation together with the usage of this special prod-
uct.¥ The fruit of the latter is an exclusive strategic export
line of the island and is used as a common spice as well as
for the treatment of indigestion, diarrhea and cholera.

Phu Quoc has a tropical monsoon climate (average
temperature ca. 27°C) and an abundance of seafood.
However, the diet rich in purine contents render the people
in Phu Quoc Island apt to suffer from gout and rheumatism
at a high extent.

On October 27t and 28t 2004, we visited four tradi-
tional medicine practitioners in Phu Quoc Island. All of
them inherited the knowledge of practice from their family,
knowledge which has been passed down through the genera-
tions. They also obtained a formal license to practice after
attending short courses in Traditional Medicine School in
Kien Giang Province.

Mr. Pham Van Phong, a 40-year traditional medicine
practitioner and priest in Hung Quoc Tu temple, Duong
Dong town, reported that an average of 80 patients per day
visits them. Most of them complain about rheumatism, gout,
cold, fever, hepatitis B and C, and hypertension. They ex-
amine and treat the patients voluntarily, but may receive
payment as a contribution. The staff in this center includes
two practitioners and four assistants, all of whom inherited
the practice from their family and are from Traditional
Medicinal School. Mr. Phong reported that the medicinal
plants in Phu Quoc Island could be divided into two types
- wild and cultivated. All practitioners collect the indige-
nous medicinal plants on the island by themselves. It is be-
lieved that wild medicinal plants possess higher therapeutic
activity compared to the cultivated one. This center uses
about 100 medicinal plants, which were collected from the
mountains of Phu Quoc Island. After collection, they are
dried and stored in a sack or drawers for the use during the
whole year. Moreover, Mr. Phong believes that the shape of
each crude drug is related to their specific uses for the dis-
ease of body organ. For example, the Dragon fruit,
Hylocereus undulates (Cactaceae), which has a heart-shaped
form is indicated to cure heart affections; the bean-form
seeds of the same plant cures kidney diseases, and so on.

We visited another place in Duong Dong town, the
Charity Health Center, which is equipped with an acupunc-
ture facility. An average of forty patients usually visit this
center per day, and the main diagnosed diseases are sciatica,
gastric ulcer and stroke. Mrs. Do Thi Lan, a practitioner in
charge of this center, said that they have around 80 crude
drugs, which are collected from mountains and gardens.
This center charges a fee but one small enough to be afford-
able.

Mr. Tran Van An, 53 years old is a practitioner in An

Thoi town. He reported that he had 36 years of experience
in traditional medicine practice. He was a practitioner at
Rach Gia Township, Kien Giang Province, and went to Phu
Quoc Island 5 years ago. Now he works in An Thoi Charity
Health Center, treating and teaching traditional medicine.
Forty to seventy patients come to this center daily. Most of
them were found to be suffering from rheumatism, gout,
diabetes, and women's diseases. He reported that he has sev-
eral of his own formulations for the treatment of rheuma-
tism, gout and diabetes. Every formulation includes the
mixture of several crude drugs, but no more than 11 kinds.
He uses the combinations of medicinal plants such as
Caesalpinia sappan (Caesalpiniaceae), Magnolia offcinalis
(Magnoliaceae), Loranthus parasiticus (Loranthaceae), and
Drynaria quercifolia (Polypodiaceae), and the proportion of
ingredients in formula depends on the specific disease con-
dition of each patient.

Mr. Nguyen The Hai (74 years old), a practitioner at
Red Cross Center in Ganh Dau town, uses Vifex negundo
(Verbenaceae), Morinda citrifolia (Rubiaceae), and Leea
rubra (Leeaceae) for treatment of rheumatism or gout. He
also uses combinations of several plants generally used for
treatment of common diseases, for example, Luffa cylindri-
cal (Cucurbitaceae) and Caryota mitis (Arecaceae) can treat
spinalgia, while Sargentodoxa cuneata (Sargentodoxceae) is
used as a blood tonic; the expensive root of Schefflera
octophylla (Araliaceae), known as Nam Ginseng, is used as
a tonic. Mr. Hai, a graduate of Inorganic Chemistry, has also
participated in a traditional medicine training course and ob-
tained a formal license to practice from the Traditional
Medicine School. Since the year 2000 he kept an up to date
record of all the plants he prescribed and treatment formu-
lac. This center is located inside Nguyen Trung Truc
Memorial, a well-known historical place, which is visited by
many tourists everyday. This center has 3 practitioners and
3 assistants. An average of 20 to 30 patients per day visit
this center. Most of the them complain about rheumatism,
cough, diabetes and hepatolipemia. About 200 kinds of
crude drugs are available in this center. They are collected
by volunteers and stored in big boxes (Figure 1).

Survey in Ninh Thuan

Ninh Thuan Province is characterized by a harsh cli-
mate and has a floristic composition of semi-arid zone,
which mainly comprises the plants that can only survive in
a water-deprived condition. Ninh Thuan is inhabited by a
large number of Cham ethnic minority people (also known
as Champa), descendents of the old Champa Kingdom (2nd
century to 16t century). It was an important kingdom, con-
nected by sea trade routes with India, China, Persia and
Southeast Asian countries.® The Cham derived their cultural
influences from India, and the majority of them are Hindu;
however, there are also significant Mahayana Buddhist and
Islamic communities among the Cham population. They go
to school with Kinh people - the major ethnic group in
Vietnam - but live in their own community. According to
medical practitioners, diseases such as rheumatism, gout,
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Fig. 1 (A) Interview with Mr. Pham Van Phong in Hung Quoc Tu (40 years old, Duong Dong town, Phu Quoc island); B) View of medicine
store room in Hung Quoc Tu; C) Interview with Mr. Tran Van An (53 years old, An Thoi town, Phu Quoc island); D) Mrs. Do Thi Lan
(55 years old, Duong Dong town, Phu Quoc island); (E) Mr. Nguyen The Hai (74 years old, Ganh Dau town, Phu Quoc island); F) Chopped
plants drying under sunlight in Nguyen Trung Truc Memorial.

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



Medi cal and Pharnaceutical Society for WAKAN- YAKU

72 Investigation on traditional medicine at Phu Quoc Island and Ninh Thuan Province in Vietnam

Fig. 2 (A) Mr. Thanh Ngoc Bich (51 years old, Ninh Hai district, Ninh Thuan province); (B) Mr. Thanh Ngoc Bich, his wife and survey com-
missioner (First row) in their house; (C) List of Cham traditional medicinal plants in Ninh Hai district; (D) Mr. Dan Nang Thanh (64 years
old, Ninh Phuoc district, Ninh Thuan province); (E) Cultivated Neem-tree (4zadirachta indica) in Ninh Thuan province; (F) Cultivated Sa
Nhan (dmomum xanthioides) in Ninh Thuan province; (G) Bon Bon (Calotropis gigantea) in Ninh Thuan province.
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Fig. 3a Cham medicinal plants collected at Islamic village in Ninh Phuoc district, Ninh Thuan province.
(A) Abutilon indicum; (B) Aganonerion polymorphium; (C) Ficus glomerata; (D) Ficus macrophylla; (E) Limnocitrus littorale; (F) Mimosa
pudica; (G) Momordica charantia; (H) Morinda citrifolia.
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Fig. 3b Cham medicinal plants collected at Islamic village in Ninh Phuoc district, Ninh Thuan province.
(T) Nervilia fordii; (J) Pandanus tectorius; (K) Pluchea pleropoda; (L) Tribulus terretris; (M) Vitis flexuosa; (N) Trom; (O) Jah.
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kidney, breast cancer, diabetes, sciatica and women diseases
prevailed in this province and Cham people use their own
unique traditional medicine system. For foreigners and peo-
ple outside the Cham community, contact is difficult.
However, with the help of Ninh Thuan authorities, our study
team was able to visit this province during Nov. 15t and 2nd
2004 and interviewed with some of the Cham medical prac-
titioners. The Department of Science and Technology,
Department of Health, and Institute of Traditional Medicine
of Ninh Thuan Province supported the present investigation
in this area.

According to Mr. Phong, Head of Ninh Thuan
Department of Science and Technology, one of the interest-
ing development strategies in this province is a large-scale
cultivation of Azadirachta indica (Meliaceae), which is na-
tive to India and is well known as the neem tree. In this
province, the neem tree has also been utilized to cover the
infertile dry land. The tree has several traditional uses, such
as to control domestic insects, crop pests, as well as to treat
helminthiasis, catarrh, and skin diseases. The antidiabetic
activity of the leaves and seeds of this plant are also re-
ported.®? In addition, Mr. Tin, from Ninh Thuan Institute of
Traditional Medicine showed us some wildly grown medici-
nal plants, characteristic of hot and dry climate of the prov-
ince, such as: Amomum xanthioides (Zingiberaceae), used
for the treatment of indigestion and a source of essential oil
used in food and perfume industries; Aloe vera (Liliaceae),
used in the beverage industry, treatment of skin disease and
indigestion; Strychnos nuxvomica (Loganiaceae) for the
treatment of paralysis; Stephania rotunda (Menispermaceac),
for stomach illness; and Phyllanthus urinaria (Euphorbiaceae)
for treatment of hepatitis.

The Islamic village in Ninh Hai district is inhabited by
1000 families. Mr. Thanh Ngoc Bich (51 years old), a TM
practitioner owns the biggest traditional medicine shop in
Ninh Hai district. He said that more than 60% Cham
Muslims practice TM. The crude drugs and formulations
from this village are also traded to other Southeast Asian
countries such as Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand. Although
the practitioners attended short training courses in
Traditional Medicine School in Ninh Thuan Province to get
a formal license, the preparation of formulations, patient di-
agnosis and treatment are based on their own experience.
They have around 35 to 40 formulations; each includes 6 to
8 crude drugs. Almost all Cham people in this viilage can
treat various diseases in their own way by using their in-
digenous formulations. According to him, with the use of
Cham formulations, women can shorten their post-birth
treatment and can work soon. Some medicinal plants only
exist with the local Cham name such as "Jah" and "Trom"
whose scientific identity is yet unknown. The Cham tradi-
tional medical service was previously available for their
own community only, but now it has been extended to Kinh
people living in the surrounding villages as well. Mr. Bich
was much concerned about the continuity and inheritance of
traditional medicine, since his children are not interested in
this practice.

The Cham Hindu people are at Bau Truc village in

Ninh Phuoc district which is inhabited by more than 400
families, of which 85% produce traditional pottery. They
rely mainly on the traditional medical doctor in the village
for their health care. Mr. Dan Nang Thanh (64 yrs.), has 20
years of experience in traditional medicine practices, based
on his own experience as well as the knowledge obtained
from practitioners school. He uses around 60 crude drugs,
almost all collected by himself from the mountains during
the month of May, and from the seacoast. The drugs after
collection are stored properly for use during the whole year.
An average of 15 to 20 patients visit him everyday. Most of
them complain about rheumatism, gout, breast cancer, dia-
betes, kidney, sciatica, fever, and hepatitis. He claimed that
breast cancer and diabetes could be well cured by traditional
medicine. For the former disease, the root of Calotropis
gigantean (Asclepiadaceae) is first scorched, then ground in
alcohol, and lastly pasted on the breast several times. It will
dissolve the tumor slowly with the passage of time and no
surgery is required, while the latter is treated by drinking the
decoction of young leaves of 4. indica for 10 days (Figures
2, 3a, 3b).

Discussion

Crude drugs used for the treatment of common diseases
are listed in Table 1, which were collected and compiled
based on the information gathered during interviews with
traditional medicine practitioners. Voucher samples of each
of these crude drugs collected are preserved in the Museum
for Materia Medica, Institute of Natural Medicine,
University of Toyama, Japan. The table classifies the crude
drugs based on its application to particular disease states
such as cold/fever, rheumatism, hepatitis, hypertension, ma-
laria, diabetes, cancer, etc. The highest number of crude
drugs (113) was found to be used for cold and fever as men-
tioned in the table. Among them, only three plants are com-
monly found at both communities, Phu Quoc and Ninh
Thuan.

Some of the crude drugs such as Abrus precatorius,
Morinda citrifolia, Adenosma caeruleum are often used in
formulae for treatment of cold and fever, while Sauropus
androgynus, Amaranthus spinosus, A. tricolor, Momordica
charantia, Schizonepeta tenuifolia, Eryngium foetidum,
Sargassum, Limnophila aromatica, and Perilla ocymoides
are also used as vegetables, available in private gardens.

A total of 25 crude drugs are used for the treatment of
rheumatism and gout; the number of the crude drugs used in
Phu Quoc is significantly higher than those used by Ninh
Thuan practitioners (17 crude drugs in Phu Quoc, and 8 in
Ninh Thuan), in which Loranthus paraciticus, Smilax
glabra and Heliotropium indicum are well used anti-
rheumatoid plants. Moreover, the wood of Caesalpinia
sappan and the bark of Morus alba were found to inhibit
xanthine oxidase, an enzyme that plays a crucial role in the
development of gout, which was already reported.”

For hepatitis, Phyllanthus wurinaria, Andenosma
capitatum, Eclipta alba, and Durio zibethinus are used by
both Phu Quoc and Ninh Thuan medical practitioners,
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which were also told to be effective when used alone against
jaundice and viral hepatitis. Among the 12 crude drugs used
for hypertension (Table 1), a formula using the bark of
Uncaria rhynchophylla with roots and fruits of Morinda
citrifolia are commonly used. Furthermore, other formulae
based on roots and fruits of this plant are used to treat rheu-
matism, diabetes, digestive disorders, etc.

Among the medicinal plants used to treat malaria, two
plants with the same genus, Tinospora crispa and T.
cordifolia, were proved to be potent as told by traditional
medicine practitioners.

Five crude drugs for diabetes and two for general treat-
ment of cancer are listed in Table 1. The young leaves of 4.
indica are the main choice of practitioners for the treatment
of diabetes. The plant Catharanthus roseus (Apocynaceae)
is used for lung cancer and respiratory tract diseases, and the
aforementioned root of C. gigantean is for treatment of
breast cancer.

Conclusion

The Vietnamese traditional medicine system plays an
important role in all the communities around the country.
Due to its accessibility, availability of raw materials, and the
total belief of patients in the practice, all people respect the
traditional medicine practitioners and follow their orienta-
tion and treatment. In fact, the traditional medicine is an in-
tegral part of the national health care system in Vietnam
since 1945. The Cham communities in Vietnam still main-
tain their traditional knowledge. The traditional medicine
practiced by the the Cham community are not only specific
to Cham society but also contributes significantly to the na-
tional health care system. However, to ratify the effective
application of these medicinal plants, a scientific approach
by taxonomic and phytochemical study is necessary.

Vietnamese traditional medicine system is based on ex-
periences through thousands of years with various medicinal
plant resources, having claimed to have a close relationship
with Chinese traditional medicine in many aspects, includ-
ing theory and philosophy. However, Chinese traditional
medicine when approached to Vietnam, got molded into the
Vietnamese life style and culture. Thus, Vietnamese tradi-
tional medicine has grown up as a unique combination of
both Chinese and the native medicinal system. The most
striking aspect of Vietnamese traditional medicine, referred
to as South medicine, has been documented in a book writ-
ten in the early 17t century by Dr. Tue Tinh (1623-1713),
the pioneer of Vietnamese traditional medicine, who stated
that "South medicine is for South people".

Acknowledgment

This work was supported in part by a Grand-in-Aid for
International Scientific Research (No. 16406002) from the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology, Japan.

References

1) Tran, Q.L., Tran, QK., Kouda, K., Nguyen, N.T., Maruyama, Y.,
Watanabe, H., Kadota, S.: Investigation on traditional medicine in
Myanmar and Vietnam. J. Trad. Med. 20, 173-186, 2003.

2) Ueda, J., Tezuka, Y., Banskota, A.H., Tran, L.Q., Tran, K.Q,,
Harimaya, Y., Saiki, I, Kadota, S.: Antiproliferative activity of
Vietnamese medicinal plants. Biol. Pharm. Bull. 25, 753-760, 2002.

3) Nguyen, M.T.T., Awale, S., Tezuka, Y., Tran, Q.L., Watanabe, H.,
Kadota, S.: Xanthine oxidase inhibitory activity of Vietnamese me-
dicinal plants. Biol. Pharm. Bull. 27, 1414-1421, 2004.

4) Nakashima, E. M. N., Nguyen, M. T. T., Tran, Q. L., Kadota, S.: Field
survey of agarwood cultivation at Phu Quoc Island in Vietnam. J.
Trad. Med., 22, 296 300, 2005.

5) Ngoc, H., Borton, L.: Vietnamese Traditional Medicine. In: "Frequently
Asked Questions: Traditional Medicine", The Gioi, Hanoi, pp. 17-134,
2004.

6) Dasgupta, T., Banerjee, S., Yadava, P.K., Rao, A.R.: Chemopreventive
potential of Azadirachta indica (Neem) leaf extract in murine
carcinogenesis model systems. J. Ethnopharmacol. 92, 23-36, 2004.

7) Gupta, S., Kataria, M., Gupta, P.K., Murganandan, S., Yashroy, R.C.:
Protective role of extracts of neem seeds in diabetes caused by
streptozocin in rats. J. Ethnopharmacol. 90, 185-189, 2004.

8) Phuong, T.K.: History of Champa. In: "Vestiges of Champa
Civilization", 3™, ed., The Gioi, Hanoi, pp. 10-25, 2004.

Japanese abstract

R A O SXULIcAREIR 3 TH b, eEEICE
WTh, 7547 — e ~V25TELTELFHSATY
5, 1 v YT —TRELIEKEZOHBSREERS L, 471
BHEWAEEE LTRHALTOVS, LALEMNS, I+ve—
D% DHIR T Z D & 5 WAERPHM S EE B E(LICET
LTHY, GHEEMOE - TV 5 EFAIENEE 3 Ay <
TAHRBAREICEbN D Db B, FDW, (EHEXEICE
THREESHBEL L OCREEMOS L RET 2201
REREEL LD ENEETH L, KB/ TE I+ v o —
DIREMmIc EER IO FABREFEBL, BEICEY L GE
B, BB LTV AEAEY & #OEHAE, W EDE
MEBAERICEE T 21BMEH S T L,

*T930-0194 FILIFAA 2630
BIRFEMEREERAHER MEHER

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



