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Summary 
 
Traditional medicines, the mainstay of medical treatment for virtually all minor ailments 
in many developing countries, have been tapped for the production of new therapeutics 
in the sustenance of human health and well-being (see also – Bio-Cultural Diversity and 
Medicine). Vulnerable to the vicissitudes of globalization issues such as intellectual 
property rights, trade and gender are of relevance in the Pacific region that is a source of 
some unique traditional healing systems. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The calming remedy and the therapeutic serenity in a world of socio-cultural 
development in the Pacific region, and more particularly the South Pacific region, has 
been captured in the Pulitzer Prize-winning novel Tales of the South Pacific by James 
Michener, and in the cinematic musical South Pacific by Richard Rodgers and Oscar 
Hammerstein Jr.  This region of geographical and political significance, whose strategic 
location has been described as the Pacific Rim or the Pacific Arc, is spread wide across 
some 165.384 million km2 of the Pacific Ocean that is home to about 30,000 islands. 
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These in turn constitute some 22 countries and territories with a land surface of 550,000 
km2 contained in either single island states or in groups of large and small dispersed 
islands, and which are inhabited by a total population of some 8.5 million inhabitants.   
 
The Pacific region, with its exclusive economic zone of 15 million km2, possesses a 
unique and unrivalled combination of geographically located bioresources of cultural 
and socioeconomic significance that today is being threatened by the novel all-
encompassing waves of globalization (see also– Inventions, Patents and Morality).  The 
world of medicinal plants is part and parcel of these threatened and vulnerable 
indigenous resources in the small island states and territories of the Pacific region. 
 
2. The Pacific Region and Medicinal Plants 
 
Your food shall be your medicine and your medicine shall be your food. 
                                                                                               

 Hippocrates (460-377 B.C.) 
 
The island states and territories of the Pacific region, collectively called Oceania1, have 
been grouped into three distinct socio-cultural regions (Table 1) namely, Micronesia, 
Melanesia and Polynesia. 
 

 
(a)  Island States and  Territories of the Pacific Region 
 
Melanesia Micronesia Polynesia 
Group of islands 
northeast of Australia, 
New Caledonia and 
including the 
independent countries 
of  Fiji, Papua New 
Guinea, the Solomon 
Islands and Vanuatu   

Group of islands  east of 
the Philippines, the 
Mariana Islands, and 
including Palau, the 
Federated States of 
Micronesia, Marshall 
Islands,  Kiribati and 
Nauru 

Group of numerous islands 
including all of French 
Polynesia and the Austral 
Islands, the Easter and 
Pitcairn Islands,  Wallis and 
Futuna and  the Cook 
Islands,  Niue, Samoa, 
Tuvalu and  Tonga 

 
(b)   Governance in the Pacific Region   
 

Independent States     States in Free association Territories 
Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, 
Papua New Guinea, 
Samoa, Solomon 
Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu 
and Vanuatu 

Cook Islands (New 
Zealand); Federated 
States of  Micronesia, 
Palau and the Marshall 
Islands  (USA) 

Easter Island (Chile); French 
Polynesia, New Caledonia, 
and Wallis and Futuna 
(France); Tokelau (New 
Zealand); American Samoa, 
Guam and Marianas (USA)  

 
Table 1: Island States and Territories of the Pacific Region 

Source: WorldAtlas.com 
 
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines traditional medicine to include diverse 
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health practices, approaches, knowledge and beliefs incorporating plant, animal and/or 
mineral based medicines, spiritual therapies, manual techniques and exercises applied 
singularly or in combination to maintain well-being, as well as to treat, diagnose or 
prevent illnesses. This review does not attempt to cover all of traditional medicine nor 
all of the occurrence and use of herbal and medicinal plants in all the Pacific island 
states and territories. Attention has been given to activities concerning the use of herbal 
medicines3 and medicinal plants in the Cook Islands, the Federated States of 
Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, the  Republic of 
Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu. 
 
National activities in the larger well-developed states of Australia and New Zealand and 
their territories and those of Chile, France, the UK and the USA are not dealt with as 
these have been covered elsewhere. 
 
The Pacific region enjoys widespread geographic and geological diversity in terrestrial 
and marine environments. Naturally endowed with a biodiversity of endemic, rare, 
endangered and threatened species this valuable bioresource is constantly at risk of 
irreparable loss resulting from exposure to the growth and expansion of the tourist 
industry that is in search of newer havens conducive to corporal and mental relaxation. 
Fragile and valuable natural ecosystems in these Pacific island states are susceptible to 
imminent disruption and destruction. Furthermore, several island states on account of 
their small size, limited natural resources of economic significance and geographical 
isolation have a limited range of options in overcoming their vulnerability in a 
worldwide market-oriented economy. Of economic significance for the sustenance and 
development of several Pacific island communities, traditional intellectual property 
concerning medicinal plant resources is being tapped for use in emerging new markets 
as an alternative to the rising costs of commercialized healthcare and globalizing 
market-economy pressures. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Number of plants used in the Pacific region in treatment of different ailments 
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TIP or traditional knowledge has been accumulated through the experiences of self-
taught village practitioners and observations of rural users of medicinal plants in past 
and present generations. Today this intellectual property, often described as traditional 
knowledge, is an active contributor to the understanding of current day cultural heritage 
and societal practices concerning the conservation of health and human resources 
through the use of medicinal plants (Figure 1). 
 
Management and use of traditional medicinal plants for sustenance of human health 
resources and technical development in these islands result from such folklore science. 
Indigenous and traditional knowledge - in itself a precious and priceless heritage – 
which, akin to that witnessed with fermented foods, has been transmitted orally or 
through sketch work from generation to generation on a familial and tribal basis (see 
also– Conventional Plant Breeding for Higher Yields and Pest Resistance). 
 
Humankind since time immemorial has depended upon plants as a source of food and 
medicine for their well-being, shelter, protection and survival against climatic forces 
and changing environments.  Thus, entrepreneurial rural and village cultures worldwide 
constitute a rich source for anthropological, botanical, ecological research vis-à-vis the 
search for new drugs, foods, pesticides, natural products, etc. to meet the demands of 
the age of global consumerism.   
 
Like the Asian and the Caribbean regions, the Pacific region is rich in traditional 
medicinal knowledge that has been accumulated for use over a span of some 3000 
years. Home to a large number of varied cultural and ethnic groups, the Pacific islands 
possess a wealth of bioresources. Micronesia, Melanesia and Polynesia are 
acknowledged treasure houses of traditional medicine and domesticated medicinal skills 
(Figure 1). Folk medicine in Tonga has been used in rural areas for obstetric and 
gynecological conditions and disorders.. 
 
Medicinal applications and decoctions refined and ‘standardized’ through repeated 
domestic use have contributed to the development of self-sustaining traditional 
healthcare systems in the conservation of early and contemporary human health 
resources in the Pacific region. (Table 2). Moreover, resort is being to use the medicinal 
plants as nutraceuticals and dermaceuticals in light of the rising costs of allopathic 
medicine in contemporary healthcare systems in developed societies. 
  
Traditional medicine in the Pacific region, having evolved from the applications of a 
wide range of medicinal plants, is a much coveted heritage whose preciousness has been 
fiercely guarded and secretly preserved by family and tribal descendents (see also – Bio-
Cultural Diversity and Medicine). Some methods of treatment and preparation of 
medicines are generally known whereas other techniques and accompanying knowledge 
are not as they are integral components of the cultural heritage and intellectual property 
of communal healers and tribal island practitioners. 
 
Moreover, such heritage and property is the raison d’être of their livelihoods and an 
indisputable factor for their self-sustaining existence. Notwithstanding the attraction, the 
introduction, and efficiency of modern medicine, many Pacific island communities are 
unwilling to forego their confidence, cultural customs and reliance in relation to their 
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traditional medicines that have contributed to their healthcare for decades through use of 
one or more parts of one or more medicinal plants (Figure 2). 
  

Botanical Name Local Name 
(in italics) in 
Pacific Island 
States  

Plant 
Part(s) 
used 

Medicinal 
Uses 

Pacific island 
countries 

FLOWERING PLANTS: DICOTYLEDONS  

ACANTHACEAE 

Blechum 
brownie  

Yap - malai 
(island of 
Federated 
States of 
Micronesia  
(FSM)  
 

Stem, 
Leaves 

Sap squeezed 
out from stems 
and leaves is 
applied to 
framboesia 
lesions of the 
body part that  
is wrapped in a  
poultice leaf of 
Morinda 
citrifolia  

FSM  

AMARANTHACEAE 

Achyranthes 
aspera  

Ifaluk-gogo, 
Satawal-
eeg’gohu,Ulith
i - koi, Woleai 
- gugu (islands 
of  FSM); 
Samoa - 
tamatama; 
Tonga - 
tamatama 

Leaves Juice from 
leaves dripped 
onto wounds 
to prevent 
tetanus, and  to 
help heal sub-
incision 
wounds  

FSM, Samoa, 
Tonga  

ANACARDIACEAE 

Mangifera 
indica  

Kiribati - te 
mangko; Yap 
–manga 
(island of 
FSM); Samoa 
- mago 
 

Bark, 
Leaves 

Bark infusion 
used to treat 
mouth 
infections in 
children; fruits 
are rich source 
of vitamins A 
and C 

Widespread in 
most Pacific 
Islands 

Spondias dulcis Cook Islands - 
vi; Fiji - wi; 
Samoa and 
Tonga - vi 

Bark, 
Leaves 

Bark infusion 
used to treat 
stomach ache 
and diarrhoea, 
leaf infusion 
used as drip in  

Fiji, Samoa, 
Tonga 
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