Minutes of RITAM meeting on 22nd March 2006

Held at Panafric Hotel, Nairobi

RITAM members present:

Monik Adriaens, Dorothy Balaba, Nyine Bitahwa, Tom Chapman, Chiaka Diakité, Anthony Ellman, Grace Nambatya Kyeyune, Keith Lindsay, Bola Omoniyi, Anke Weisheit, Merlin Willcox (secretary)

Observers:

Togbega Dabra VI, President of Prometra, Ghana

Bruno Dery, Deputy Chief, National Development Planning Commission, Ghana

Mesiah Kahunu, Democratic Republic of Congo and University of Antwerp

Gerald Kairu, Lake Products and Services, Uganda

Georgina Koomson, Ideal Providence Farms, Accra, Ghana

Milton Lore, Bridgeworks, Nairobi, Kenya

Martha Njama, Treasurer, Prometra Kenya

Ramesh Pandey, Chairman & CEO, Xechem International, Inc.

Hashim Ubale Yusufu, NAFDAC, Nigeria

Minutes

Introduction to RITAM

Merlin Willcox gave an introduction about RITAM, explaining the structure of the network, the specialist groups, and what has been achieved to date. He also outlined the challenges ahead. A discussion then ensued on the main issues. 

1. Specialist groups 

Merlin gave a summary of the specialist groups and their achievements based on the targets set at the inaugural RITAM meeting in Moshi in 1999. All of the groups have produced literature reviews, and some have produced guidelines, published in the RITAM book. However there remain many challenges, not least finding funding for clinical trials on promising antimalarial plants which have been identified. Another is that some secretaries of groups have become inactive or even fallen out of contact altogether. No procedure has been agreed for choosing and re-electing chairmen and secretaries. Elections have been held in the vector control group, but not in other groups.  

Suggestions included:

a) Chairmen and secretaries of groups should be accountable to their members and should be elected

b) Nyine Bitahwa suggested that the chairman and secretaries should include at least one traditional healer among their number. Togbega Dabra VI indicated that he would be willing to serve in this capacity. 

c) There should be another specialist group on “Sourcing and Processing”, to deal with issues of cultivation, wild harvesting, conservation, and processing. 

2. Finding funding 

Merlin highlighted that we have now identified some priority plants and remedies for clinical trials. However apart from the clinical trials in Mali funded by the Swiss government, it has been difficult to find funding for RITAM itself (core funding), for databasing, and for other necessary clinical trials. 

Suggestions included:

a) Voluntary membership fees, with a sliding scale from “standard” to “supporting” members

b) Charging for services – such as organising collaborative projects

c) Philanthropic organisations, such as the International Round Table

d) Governments, such as the Kuwait and Saudi Arabian governments

e) Investment money for potentially commercial projects

f) Sponsorship of meetings by companies

3. Company involvement

There has been a debate in RITAM whether companies should be allowed to become corporate members, and what, if any, their role should be. Merlin explained that up to now companies had not been allowed to join RITAM because of fears that the network might be misused for bioprospecting or for promotion of products. It was also feared that traditional healers would be reluctant to collaborate if companies were directly involved. RITAM had already been approached by some companies. In some cases, the products they were promoting were of doubtful efficacy and safety, in fact in one case RITAM had information that a particular product was ineffective. However other companies are acting in a very positive manner, such as Phyto-Riker, which is organising good clinical trials of Cryptolepis sanguinolenta in Ghana, and looking for funding to develop this as a good quality phytomedicine. 

Tom Chapman, director of Essential Nutrition, a UK company which produces herbal medicines, strongly advised RITAM not to accept companies as members, because they will all have their own agenda and money to push that agenda. However he suggested that individuals working for companies, like himself, should be allowed to join as individuals. Ramesh Pandey and Anthony Ellman highlighted that the expertise of individuals should not be turned away if they work for a company. 

4. How to deal with intellectual property rights issues (IPR)

Nyine Bitahwa highlighted the problem of intellectual property rights, and the lack of national regulations on IPR in Africa. He suggested that national regulations on IPR should be developed. He highlighted the problem in Uganda of French companies stealing Prunus africana from Ugandan forests. Togbega Dabra added that traditional healers are not confident in scientific research organisations, because they often give their plants to them for investigation, and never get any feedback on the results of the research. However they are prepared to work with honest scientists. His organisation, PROMETRA, has guidelines on intellectual property rights, and RITAM could adopt these, or adapt them into its own guidelines. Togbega Dabra agreed to let RITAM have a copy of the PROMETRA IPR policy, so that we can discuss how to use it. However Tom Chapman cautioned that there is no point in trying to get patents on herbal products. 

5. What should be the role of RITAM?

Tom Chapman said that to his mind, RITAM is like a forum, where each member can offer what they have, and taken what they need. He offered to help with some work for free, such as toxicology and chemistry. He suggested that RITAM should have an electronic discussion group like a “yahoo” group, where members could freely communicate. 

Ramesh Pandey suggested that RITAM should have a constitution, making it clear where we want to go, and how we are going to get there. Merlin pointed out that this is already outlined on the home page of our website, but perhaps it needs to be made more explicit, and perhaps a constitution would help in the organisation and management of RITAM. 

