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THAI RESEARCHERS ANAL YIE NATURAL DRUGS ••• 
BANGKOK-Khun Sasithorn Wasu
wat is in a race against time. 

The Director of the Pharmaceuti
cals and Natural Products Depart
ment at the Thailand Institute for 
Scientific and Technological Re
search (TISTR) is trying to track 
down as many herbal medicines as 
possible before they disappear forev
er under the onslaught of ecological 
destruction. 

This is not a matter of preserving a 
few quaint remedies used only by 
backward villagers. In Thailand, as in 
many other countries, forests are be
ing cut down by loggers and farmers 
or are flooded by power darn engi
neers. Many of the plant species 
thereby threatened are the sources of 
rare and vital drugs. 

Many doctors have forgotten that 
about 4 7 percent of modern drugs 
were derived from medicinal plants. 
As a result, the science of pharmacog
nosy-the study of the medicinal 
properties of plants, animals, and 
minerals-has been neglected. Sasith
orn's most useful reference on the 
subject is a book last revised in the 
1940s. And she is worried , not so 
much about " .. . the medicinal plants 
we know how to use, but also those 
used traditionally which we are still 
not aware of. Since we relied on syn
thetic drugs, we seem to have forgot
ten the good Thai traditional medi
cines that will now disappear." 

The natural source of at least one 
vital drug is now threatened by defor
estation. Snake root (Rauwolfia ser
pentina), the source of a hypotension 
drug developed at the Institute in 
1968, grows only in shade at high 
altitudes. The forested hills of north
ern Thailand, which once provided 
ideal growing conditions for the spe
cies, have now been largely denuded 
by logging and by slash-and-burn ag
riculture. 

Preserving and utilizing medicinal 
plants makes good economic sense 
for Thailand, too. Out of a total cur
rent trade deficit of about 70 billion 
baht (U.S. $2.8 billion), drug imports 
contribute about 14 percent, or l 0 
billion bhat (U.S. $400 million). Sa
sithorn is convinced that natural 
pharmaceuticals hold great potential 
not only as import substitutes, but 
also as export earners. 

Over cups of ginger, saffiower, and 
chrysanthemum tea-for which 
T IST R helped establish industry pro
duction standards-Sasithorn talked 
about two products already on the 
market. 

For at least 600 years, garlic has 
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been favored as a medicine for cer
tain skin diseases, d ysentary, asthma, 
and blood defects. Scientists have 
proved that the odoriferous bulbs 
have anti-bacte rial and cholesterol
reducing propenies. Garlic Natura© 
was developed by TISTR and is now 
being produced and marketed by a 
Thai company. Unlike other brands 
of garlic capsule for which the whole 
bulb is pulverized, Garlic Natura con
tains no oil residue or fiber and is 
water soluble. The TISTR-developed 
capsule is supposed to be as potent as 
fresh garlic- without any of the so
cially unacceptable side effects. Sa
sithorn says one capsule is as effective 
as six to eight of those already on the 
market. 

The second product is produced 
from phlai (Zingiber cassumunar 
Roxb.), a plant unique to Thailand. 
T he plant was sCI"eened according to 
descriptions of its benefits in tradi
tional Thai herbologists' texts. The 
result is Plygesal©, an analgesic, anti-
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inflammatory cream for muscular 
pain , bruises, and sprains. (This au
thor found it also works wonders on 
mosquito bites.) The product is cur
rently being test-marketed in T hai
land. 

TISTR's natural products depart
ment is also developing anti-cancer, 
anti-bacterial, and anti-fungal natural 
medicines to prevent in fections or 
cure conditions like athlete's foot. 
Moreover, the department has found 
that sugar cane wax makes a good 
cosmetic base and that a by-product 
of the rice bran oil industry acts as a 
growth agent. These are just two ex
amples of efforts by the department 
to find uses for the natural waste 
products of various processing indus
tries. 

For Khun Sasithorn, that's what it's 
all about. "My greatest interest is to 
devote myself to work for such a 
thing instead of leaving all that raw 
material to become waste." 

-Mark Timm 

•• .AS UPJOHN STUDIES EXTRAm 
FROM CHINESE HERBAL CURES 
KALAMAZOO, Mich.- Upjohn 
plans to screen and develop IO com-_ 
pounds isolated from ancient Chinese 
herbal medicines. C nder a one-year 
contract signed recently with the 
Shanghai Institute of Materia Medi
ca, the U.S. drug firm will subject the 
chemicals-which are being supplied 
in a purified form-to both chemical 
and biological assays. Upjohn says it is 
particularly interested in cancer, car
diovascular disease, and disorders of 
the central nervous system. The 
Shanghai Institute already provides a 
different group of compounds to J ap
anese researchers for a similar pur
pose. 

Ralph E. Christoffersen, who di
rects Upjohn's biotechnology unit 
and who led discussions with the Chi
nese, points out that in one sense the 
testing is not novel: Upjohn tests 
many chemicals from many sources 
for potential therapeutic activity. But 
these particular substances already 
have proven benefits- and they have 
been demonstrated safe for humans 
through thousands of years of use. 

In fact, plants may represent a 
largely untapped resource for the de
velopment of new drugs. It has been 
estimated that only 5-15 percent of 
the 250,000-750,000 existing plant 

species have been assayed for any 
biological activity-and many of those 
that have been screened have only 
been examined for a single kind of 
activity. The largest L'.S. effort to 
screen plant extracts was carried out 
by the National Cancer Institute be
tween 1 960 and 198 l. This program 
looked at 120,000 plant extracts that 
were derived from 35,000 different 
plant species. 

Christoffersen reports that the Chi
nese already know the molecular 
composition (if not the three-dimen
sional structure) of all the com
pounds, but that the substances will 
be novel to U.S. researchers. Upjohn 
has yet to consider how it may eventu
ally decide to produce the com
pounds. "Some will be easy to synthe
size chemically," Christoffersen con
cludes, "and some will not." 

Upjohn intends to secure patent 
protection for any compounds that 
appear useful, after which its scien
tists will publish their findings. If any 
of the compounds are developed ipto 
marketable substances, Upjohn will 
pay royalties back to the Shanghai 
Institute. That the ancient cures will 
have any significant advantage over 
modern d rugs, however, will have to 
be shown. -Arthur Klausner 
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