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Introduction

Medicinal plants have been used as a
major source of therapeutic agents by man
for thousands of years. In India, out of
15,000 species of flowering plants about
17% are considered to be of medicinal value
(Jain, 1968). Most of these plants are
collected from nature indiscriminately for
commercial exploitation, resulting in
depletion of natural population and some
to the extent of becoming rare and
endangered. With the patronage of herbal
medicines and their products increasing,
there is an urgent need to conserve the
endemic diversity in the medicinal plants
before it is wiped out from nature. The
factors contributing to the erosion of
diversity are : bringing more land under
cultivation due to biotic pressures,
commercialization of agriculture for
increased production, introduction of
selected improved cultivars and thrust on
socio-economic development. Therefore
considering these factors, an inventory of
medicinal plant species which evolved and
adapted over a long period, assumes great
significance (Dalal et al., 1998; Kumar
et al., 1997; Pushpangadan, 1998).

The Nayagram Forest Range, the
present study area, under Midnapore West
Division of South West Bengal, is covered

by a typical Sal forest where a number of
important medicinal plants are found.
Some of these species are being supplied
to different pharmaceutical agencies in
Kolkata and other parts of the State. In
the extraction process of these medicinal
plants from forests, the villagers — who
are least conscious of ecological
implications and sustainable harvesting —
play the most vital role. In the absence or
paucity of this knowledge, the inventory
aims at creating a platform for providing
data on growth, production, productivity,
sustainable extraction, processing,
marketing, utilization and various other
ecological and economic parameters for all
medicinally important plant species.

The present study is focused on the
dual objectives of identification of the
concerned species and their analysis in
terms of plant parts used, diseases
diagnosed etc. Keeping the above in view,
a detailed survey on medicinal plants was
undertaken in the forests of Nayagram
Range of Midnapore District, South West
Bengal.

Study Area

Nayagram Range is situated along the
border between West Bengal and Orissa
(Fig. 1). The explored area is tropical in
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nature. The average annual rainfall varies
from 1,200 mm to 1,400 mm and average
annual temperature varies between 10°C
to 43°C. The area lies 44 m above msl. The
soil of this region is acid red lateritic, light
to medium in texture, low in organic
content with poor water holding capacity.
The regenerating forest of this region is
mainly covered by Sal trees. Other
companion species identified are Madhuca
indica, Pterocarpus marsupium, Diospyros
melanoxylon, Adina cordifolia, Schleichera
trijuga, Lagerstroemia parviflora,
Holoptelea integrifolia, etc. Nayagram
Range has got immense forest produces
like mushrooms, medicinal plants, sabai
grass, sal seeds, sal leaves, mahul seeds,
kendu leaves, different types of edible
fruits and tubers, fodder, fuelwood etc. The

local knowledgeable people and other
members of the study team at suitable
intervals in different seasons from January
1998 to March 2000. This simple
methodology of species identification,
utilizing the indigenous knowledge of
people in the forest and local foresters can
be termed as “Spot Identification Method”.
This exercise was however further backed
by literature survey done by the study
team members. For unidentified species,
Herbarium samples of flowering twigs were
prepared and sent to Botanical Survey of
India (BSI), Howrah for identification.

To study the utilization of plants for
medicinal purposes and to understand
the status of indigenous method of
treatment, several workshops on herbal
medicine were organized in the study area.
The uniqueness of the workshops was the
participation of a large number of herbal
practitioners who came from different
remote areas of Nayagram Range and
discussed the problems and prospects of
using medicinal plants as an indigenous
method of curing diseases.
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Altogether five workshops were
conducted. In one workshop on the theme
“Diseases and Treatments with Local
Herbal Medicines”, the participants
specially described the symptoms, nature
of diseases and narrated the methods of
processing medicines, treatments and
dietary advice. Subsequently, in other
workshops, the issues related to protection
of medicinal species in the context of Forest
Protection Committee (FPC) managed
forest, sustainable harvesting, processing
at local levels, development of small scale
units, marketing, enterprise generation
ete. were taken up for interaction with the
rural practitioners, Panchayat and forest
functionaries. Analysis of the information
is expected to provide effectiveness of these
medicinal plants in curing diseases,
prospects and methods of use and future
guidelines for tapping this resource.

Results and Discussion

The regenerating forests of Nayagram
have been found to be enriched with a
large number of indigenous medicinal
plants. In total 75 species were identified
and have been shown in Table 1. It is
revealed that among all the medicinal
plants identified, the number of species
was highest (356%) in the herb class
followed by tree (34%), shrub (14%),
climber (14%), and creeper (3%). It could
also be noted that on the basis of their
occurrence, about 40 per cent of the
medicinal species were available in
abundance whereas 32 per cent were
limited and 15 per cent were considered as
rare species. The species diversity collected
belongs mostly to dicotyledonous plant
families compared to monocotyledonous
plant families. Although a number of
species have been identified in the
Nayagram Range, a few of them like
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Hemidesmus indicus, Aristolochia indica,
Asparagus racemosus, Strychnos nux-
vomica, Abrus precatorius, Holarrhena
antidysenterica, Ipomea digitata, etc. are
found to be commercially important and
also regularly used by the forest people for
medicinal purposes.

Medicinal and Ethno-botanical uses

The medicinal plants identified are
useful in traditional and ethno-botanical
remedies for a number of disorders. The
main ethnic groups in the study area from
whom ethnobotanical information were
gathered are Santal, Lodha, Baiga, Bhumij
etc. The vernacular names and uses of the
plants vary from one tribal group to the
other and also from place to place. The
medicinal uses have also been presented
in Table 1. The disorders and diseases that
the tribals generally do not come across
refer them as hallucinations of
psychosomatic origin and are treated
accordingly. Many plants for which no
specific use is known are yet regarded as
powerful herbs by the tribal doctors for
curing hallucinations. It was also observed
that the tribal doctors use more than one
herb for a particular disease or disorder.
According to most of the herbal
practitioners, powdered roots and bark of
different herbs in which Sarpagandha
(Rauvolfia serpentina) and Pipul (Piper
longum) are indispensable ingredients.

Conclusion

Itis evident from the present findings
that Nayagram Range characterized as Sal
dominated regenerating forest is endowed
with large number of medicinal plants.
Proper identification of the medicinal plant
species has a vital role in extraction of this
natural wealth and conservation of bio-
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diversity in the forest. Haphazard and
unscientific exploitation to meet the
demands of the middlemen has resulted
in drastic reduction in the density of the
medicinal plants and virtual extinction of
some valuable species. Some endangered
species call for immediate attention for
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planned propagation while totally extinct
ones demand rehabilitation. However,
such in-situ conservation and revival of
extinct species can not be done without
protecting the territories of the forests.
Forest fringe dwellers have a big role in
this matter.
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SUMMARY

An exploration was undertaken for identification of medicinal plants frequently used by
the forest fringe people of Nayagram Range under Midnapore West Forest Division of South
West Bengal. A total of 75 species having medicinal value could be identified and presented
along with their identifying characters like botanical name, local name, family, plant type etc.
and uses of the plant components against different diseases. The species diversity in medicinal
plants belongs to 34 dicotyledonous plant families and 4 monocotyledonous families. In
dicotyledons, the maximum number of genera belong to the family Fabaceae and the maximum
number of species belong to the genus Terminalia. In monocotyledons, the family Liliaceae is
represented by a maximum number of genera. The medicinal utility of the plant species has
also been highlighted.
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