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Promoting the Use of Herbal Medicinal Products
in the National List of Essential Medicines 2006

Executive Summary

In 1981 Thailand’s Ministry of Public Health appointed a committee to compile the National List of
Essential Medicines by screening and selecting drugs which were essential for use in medical service
facilities at all levels with an aim to reduce excessive and unnecessary use of drugs and to tackle

shortages of certain types of medications.

For nearly two decades following its issuance, the list contained only conventional medicines. It was
not until 1999 that the National Drug Committee, revising the essential drug list, eventually approved
the addition of a list of 13 drugs from two categories of herbal medicines. The number of the listed

herbal drugs then expanded to 19 in the 2006 revision.

Reflecting the growing popularity of herbal drugs, their total value of production experienced a 271%
surge between 1999 and 2004, shooting up from 548 million baht to 1,486 million baht. This growth
was mirrored in a survey on hospitals under the Ministry of Public Health which showed that the total
values of herbal drugs used in 2003, 2004 and 2005 were 18.94 million baht, 24.56 million baht and
29.67 million baht respectively.

Growing interest and sustained development of Thai traditional medicine in recent years have been
conducive to growths in the use of herbal medicines in the Universal Health Coverage Program as well
as herbal drug-related businesses, leading to wider acceptance of herbal medicines and traditional
medical practices. However, a closer look at the situation reveals that this development has had little

bearing on the promotion of herbal medicines in the national primary drug list.

The study titled “Integrated Study of Thai Traditional Medicine in Conventional Public Health Service
System” and based on data collected from 333 hospitals found that Thai traditional massage was
offered in 93.4% (318) of them, herbal steam bath and hot compress in 83.8%, treatment with herbal
medicines in 63.1% and traditional maternal care in 45.3%. In hospitals where Thai traditional

massage was available, 70.1% of the cases were patients seeking relief from muscle stiff and aches.

While massage is the most frequently used treatment of Thai traditional medical practices by hospital
visitors, the use of herbal medicines is more prevalent among people in general. Even in state health
facilities, non-listed herbal drugs are used more frequently in terms of the number of drug entries as

well as the values than those listed in the National List of Essential Medicines.
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Proposals for Promotion of Herbal Medicinal Products in the National List of
Essential Medicines 2006
Strategy 1: Promotion of the Use of Herbal Medicines in the National List of Essential
Medicines 2006
1. Promoting knowledge, understanding and confidence in the use of herbal medicines among
members of two groups:
1.1 Practitioners of conventional medicine and Thai traditional medicine, and other
health personnel
1.2 Lay persons and health service users.
2. Increasing the provision and distribution of herbal medicines to health service facilities
3. Supporting system-oriented research on the subject
4. Developing appropriate usage forms
5. Setting up hospitals specialized in Thai traditional medicine and increasing the number of
health facilities which integrate Thai traditional medicine into their services.
Strategy 2: Promoting the Use of Non-listed Herbal Medicines and Adding New Entries of
Herbal Medicines in the National List of Essential Medicines 2006.
1. Selection of herbal drugs

2. Drug Selection committees at hospital level

Conclusion

Herbal drugs and Thai traditional medicine have been gaining wider popularity and acceptance
among Thai people. Despite more studies and utilization as a result of greater attention herbal drugs
receiving from academics and health personnel, systemically organized efforts to promote and support
their use have been lacking. Strategies for the development of Thai traditional and herbal medicines on
a strong foundation of research and development to meet international standards are already mapped
out in the National Strategic Plan on Thai Traditional Medicine and Health Wisdom in 2006. The
proposed three-pronged plan should be implemented to attain the goal of having more herbal drugs

added to the National List of Primary Drugs. The three approaches are:

1) Development of a national policy on the matter

2) Promotion of the quality, effectiveness, efficacy and safety of Thai traditional and herbal
medicines

3) Enhancement of greater access to and proper use of Thai traditional and herbal medicines
of good quality. This approach aims to promote a model of good practice for pharmacies and their
distribution throughout the country, to push for the listing of more Thai traditional and herbal
medicines as primary drugs and to promote the participation of networks of health care facilities and

manufacturers of Thai traditional and herbal drugs.
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If the proposals mentioned earlier are implemented alongside with the approaches envisioned
in the National Strategic Plan on Thai Traditional Medicine and Health Wisdom, it would substantially

enhance chances of success for the promotion of the use of herbal medicines among Thai people.
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