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COMMON AND CULTIVATED MEDICINAL PLANTS
AND THEIR UTILIZATION BY VILLAGERS IN
SOUTHERN DISTRICTS OF TAMIL NADU

K. RAJENDRAN* AND T. GUNASEKARAN**

Introduction

India is a veritable emporium of
medicinal and aromatic plants. It has been
estimated that of the 15,000 higher plants
occurring in India, 9,000 are commercially
useful, of which 7,500 are medicinal, 3,900
are edible, 700 are culturally important,
525 are used for fiber, 400 are fodder,
300 for pesticide and insecticide, 300 for
gum, resin and dye and 100 for incense
and perfume (Anon., 1994). In terms of
the plant materials for traditional
medicine, it is estimated that local
communities used over 7,500 plant species.
Various medical systems like Ayurveda,
Unani and Homeopathy have been
utilizing plants for their preparations and
have now assumed great importance owing
to side effects of synthetic drugs. Indian
flora has innumerable medicinal plants,
which are collected from forests by the
tribal villagers. Many of them are also
being exported to developed countries
(ICFRE, 1992).

Since ancient time, mankind all over
the world depended mainly on the plant
kingdom to fulfil its need for medicines,
fragrance and flavours. The Indian sub-
continent is blessed with most varied and
diverse soil and climatic conditions which
are suitable for the growth of almost every

plant species. Medicinal and aromatic
plants and their derivatives to the tune of
nearly Rs. 200 crores are produced
annually in the country (ICFRE, 2002).
Apart from meeting its domestic
requirement, the country exports
large quantities of medicinal and aromatic
plants and derivatives to earn valuable
foreign exchange. There is considerable
scope for India to contribute towards the
increasing worldwide demand for
medicinal and aromatic plant products
(ICFRE, 2002).

Usage of plants in medicine had been
along practice by man from ancient times,
which is evident from the literature. This
practice of using plants in medicine is still
prevailing not only among the tribal, but
also among several others, who are living
in the rural areas.The main aim of the
study is not only to prescribe remedies for
diseases but bring out the importance of
plants in medicines, which may probably
draw the attention of any biochemist and
pharmacologist for further critical and
scientific study. It is also aimed to
encourage the farmers to go for cultivation
of suitable medicinal plant species in this
agro-climatic region. Hence, the present
work, survey and observation was carried
out in remote villages to identify the
common and cultivated medicinal plants
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and their utilization by tribal in southern
districts of Tamil Nadu.

Material and Methods

Study Area : The study area selected in
Madurai, Dindigul and Theni Districts of
Tamil Nadu is located at 10° 05' N latitude
and 78°16 E longitude at an elevation of
132 m above msl and the temperature
ranged from 28 - 38°C. Average annual
precipitation ranges between 750 and 850
mm. The climate is sub-humid to semi-
arid. Soil is sandy loam to black cotton soil
with a pH range of 6.5 to 7.5. Organic
content of the soil is 0.50 — 0.62 %. The
nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, calcium
and magnesium contents are 0.3 - 0.4 %,
0.07-0.09 %, 0.42-0.47 %, 0.5-0.7 % and
0.18- 0.25 %, respectively.

Survey conducted and observation
made in remote villages and information
regarding the existing medicinal plants
and their local name, medicinal use, plant
parts used and method of use was recorded
with the help of nattivaidyas aged farmers.
The family and botanical name of species,
author citation, followed by local name,
and their uses were also obtained from
Wealth of India (CSIR, 1948-1976). The
collected specimens have been deposited
in the herbarium of Department of Botany,
Thiagarajar College, Madurai, Tamil
Nadu.

Results and Discussion

By understanding the important
medicinal plants being utilized by people
traditionally for various products available
in the market and the raw material
required for it, we can evolve a system to
grow them in farm lands, wastelands, lakes
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and riverbanks which will reduce the
pressure on the natural forest and thereby
conserve the biodiversity and improve the
socio-economic condition of the rural poor.

The data were obtained through direct
field visits and interviews of local medicinal
men and farmers. The study revealed that
there are many plant species traditionally
used by the villagers for medicinal purpose.
In the present study, 59 species of 53
genera from 28 families of medicinally
important plant species were identified and
their uses are described in Table 1. Among
all the species, Azadirachta indica,
Cardiospermum halicacabum, Curcuma
longa, Erythrina indica, Jatropha curcas,
Moringa oleifera, Phyllanthus amarus,
Solanum nigrum, Sesbania grandiflora,
Tamarindus indica, Tridax procumbens,
Vitex negundo and Zingiber officinale are
some of the most useful medicinal plants
in their day-to-day life. These are taken
internally, or applied externally in the form
of infusion, decoction, paste or powder.
Most of the plants used in medicines are
either mixed with other ingredients or
singly. The names of the ingredients are
also mentioned in Table 1.

In view of greater importance of
medicinal and herbal plants, many of the
progressive farmers are switching to
cultivation of these plants as they find it
more profitable than traditional crops. In
southern districts of Tamil Nadu, farmers
are practicing mass cultivation of Aloe vera,
Azadirachta indica, Curcuma longa,
Emblica officinalis, Eucalyptus
tereticornis, Gloriosa superba, Moringa
oleifera, Ricinus communis, Sesamum
indicum, Sesbania grandiflora, Solanum
americanum, Tamarindus indica and
Zingiber officinale.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

Apart from the above species, there is
a lot of scope to cultivate many other
medicinal plants in this agro-climatic
region. To bring more medicinal plant
species in to cultivation and for their
increased productivity, further research is
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needed as regards systematic and scientific
cultivation methods, which include organic
farming, irrigation, harvesting and
preservation and marketing. To improve
the economic condition of rural poor and
promote progressive farming, it is essential
to impart necessary training to them in
mass cultivation practices.

SUMMARY

Medicinal plant survey was carried out in remote villages of Madurai, Dindigul and
Theni districts of Tamil Nadu, India. The study revealed that there are many plant species
traditionally used by the villagers. Among these, 59 species of 53 genera from 28 families of
medicinally important plants were identified and their uses were described in this article.
Among the species Azadirachta indica, Cardiospermum halicacabum, Erythrina indica, Gloriosa
superba, Jatropha curcas, Moringa oleifera, Phyllanthus amarus, Sesbania grandiflora,
Tamarindus indica, Tridax procumbens and Vitex negundo are off the used medicinal plants in
their day-to-day life, while Aloe vera, Azadirachta indica, Curcuma longa, Emblica officinalis,
Eucalyptus tereticornis, Gloriosa superba, Moringa oleifera, Ricinus communis, Sesamum
indicum, Sesbania grandiflora, Solanum americanum, Tamarindus indica and Zingiber
officinale are commonly being cultivated by the farmers in the area.
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