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<NOTES>

Practical Applications
from the Study of Great Ape
Self-Medication and
Conservation Related Issues
MichaelA Huffman
Primate Research Institute, Kyoto University
Investigation of self-medicative behavior in the African
great apes is important .for understanding how apes
combat parasite infection and other pathogens that affect
their health, ~production and ultimate survival (1). 1b
date, three general types of self-medicative behavior have
been identified; bitter pith chewing, whole leaf swallowing
and geophagy. These behaviors are hypothesized to assist
in the control of parasite infection and related symptoms
of gastrointestinal upset (2, 3, 4, 5).
The genus of nematode found to be most closely
associated with self-medication in Mahale chimpanzees
(3), ·Oesophagostomum, .is known to infect a number of
non-human primate species, occasionally humans, as well
as pigs, sheep and cattle. While a number of broad
spectrum anthelmintics are currently available for the
treatment of this and other parasites, growing
chemoresistance and the prohibitive costs of such drugs
make their use impractical if not at times impossible in
African natio~. Recently, great interest has been taken in
looking for new and alternative anthelmintic treatments.
using natural plant products derived from ethnomedicine
to curb human suffering and economic loss (6, 7, 8). The
study of self-medication in great apes too can be expected
to aid in this effort. A multinationaL multidisciplinary
collaborative of scientists, The CIITMPP Group, (Pan
Africa News, Vol1. No. 1) are involved in one such study.
Thus far the anthelmintic potential (e.g. anti-
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schistosoma], anti-plasmodial, anti-leishmania], antidysentery) of Vernonia amygdalina and a variety of other
plants collected in Tanzania, Zaire, Cameroon, and
elsewhere have been documented by in vitro analyses (9,
10, 11). Many of these plants are already recognized in
traditional African ethnomedicine and are cultivated on
the edges of gardens or collected from areas of secondary
growth around village habitations. What we have begun
to do is verifY the wider pharmacological potential of some
of these plants in the laboratory and consider the
usefulness of methods employed by great apes in the
control of nematode :infection in humans and livestock
living under similar conditions in the tropics.
One project now planned by the author is scheduled
to start in the spring of 1998 and involves collaborations
With the Department of Veterinary Sciences, Sokoine
University of Agriculture, Tanzania, the Department of
Zoology - Herbarium; University of Dar es Salaam
(Morogoro, Dar es Salaam, Tanzania respectively) and
The Danish Centre for Experimental Parasitology
(Copenhagen, Denmark). A number of promising great
ape medicinal plant species available in Tanzania and
elsewhere in Africa will be collected and tested in
Copehangen. This will involve controlled in vivo and in
vitro testing against Oesophagostomum, Schistosoma and
tapeworm species. After this phase of the work is complete
and published, details of the prescribe use of those plant
species found most effective will be disseminated to local
government and regional agricultural authorities. This
information will also be made available to great ape
sanctuaries (e.g. Jane Goodall Institute) and zoos
throughout Africa where the appropriate species are
readily available or can be grown and· harvested in a
sustainable fashion.
For conservation-educatiop. purposes, English,
French and Swahili versions of research on selfmedication in great apes have already been incorporated
into the JGI's Roots and· Shoots traveling chimpanzee
museum program since 1994 and a joint Serengetti
Wildlife
Research
Institute-Japan
International
Cooperation Agency-Tanzania National Parks public
exhibit in 1995. Similar materials are planned to be used
for community conservation and tourist education
programs in collaboration with the Mahale Wildlife
Conservation Society in Dar es Salaiun ·and the Mahale
Mountains and Gombe National Parks in western
Tanzania.
This research has begun to provide detailed
information of the medicinal plant flora included in great
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ape diets (1). Such information should be considered in
conservation policy planning of buffer zones around
national parks and other protected ·great ape habitats
threatened by h\unan encroachment.. Public education
about and application of the scientific knowledge for
livestock parasite control programs in areas where great
ape species exist is a positive and. unique approach to
raising local awareness of the intrinsic value of these
endangered primates and the neeessity for protecting
them and their natural habitats.
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