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Abstract 
 

Lebanon encompasses a relatively large flora of 2,607 species.  Several species in this rich flora were reported to have 
medicinal applications for various diseases. However, there have been few studies on the use of medicinal plants in 
Lebanon. In an attempt to study the Lebanese ethnopharmacological status, a survey on medicinal plants used by herbalists 
in Lebanon was conducted.  Based on data collected from 26 local herbalists, the study revealed that 128 plant species are 
used for treating various diseases, in the following way:  51 species for treating gastrointestinal disorders; 32 for kidney and 
urinary diseases; 37 for blood and cardiovascular diseases; 19 for disorders of the nervous system; 21 for diabetes; 19 for 
respiratory illnesses including 4 for asthma; 18 for sexual disorders; 17 for hair problems; 7 for liver diseases, 6 for tumors, 
and several other plant species for other diseases.  The survey also showed that most interviewed herbalists did not hold a 
high school certificate and they were not licensed for this practice.  Hence, there is a need to properly train the herbalists in 
plant taxonomy and disease diagnosis, and to implement proper herb collection and storage. 

 
Introduction 
 

Nowadays, folk medicine is recognized throughout 
the world as a credible healthcare resource and about 80% 
of the world’s population depends on traditional medicine 
for the treatment of different ailments (Shinwari and 
Qaisar, 2011). The World Health Organization (WHO) 
considers that traditional medicine is an important 
contributor to its health goals and has been encouraging 
its development through testing herbs’ toxicities and 
improving methods of herb collection, drying and 
conservation (Anon., 1991; Shinwari et al., 2012).   

In the Middle East, a growing interest in medicinal 
plants has been noted.  Several ethnopharmacological 
surveys on the medicinal herbs used in the region, mainly 
in Jordan and Israel, have been conducted (Said et al., 
2002; Lev and Amar, 2002; Abu-Irmaileh and Afifi, 
2003).  They showed that more than 100 plant species are 
used in herbal medicine and that there is still a flourishing 
and big demand on traditional drugs, namely of plant 
origin (Said et al., 2002; Lev and Amar, 2002).  However, 
such extensive ethnopharmacological studies have not 
been conducted in Lebanon, which has the richest flora in 
the Middle East. 

Lebanon is endowed with a very large flora 
consisting of 783 genera and 2,607 species, out of which 
78 are endemic (Post, 1932; Nehme, 1978).  Its 
geographical location, eastern to the Mediterranean Sea, 
has contributed to a varied topography with different 
elevations, a diversity of soil types, and a variety of 
climatic zones and microclimates ranging from dry and 
hot to temperate and humid (Abi Saleh and Safi, 1990; 
Post, 1932). All of these factors resulted in a relatively 
small geographical area with a very diverse flora adapted 
to several habitats. 

At the “meeting point of three continents”(Post, 
1932), Lebanon has had an important role in the Middle 
East as a trade center, and as a result obtained good 
knowledge and experience in herbal medicine.  Old 
Lebanese generations relied heavily on herbal medicine, 

and herbs such as sage, thyme, rosemary, lavender, mint 
and chamomile, were commonly grown in gardens 
(Malychef, 1989).  Recently, Abou Chaar (2004) listed 
the use of 138 plants commonly used in herbal medicine 
in Lebanon.  However, there is little information about 
what medicinal plants are still used by Lebanese 
herbalists who are decreasing in number, and there are no 
data on the competence of the practitioners.  In order to 
preserve this heritage of plant usage in Lebanon, it is 
essential to start by conducting a wide and regional 
ethnobotanical survey. 

The aims of this study are to survey the currently 
used plants by herbalists in Lebanon and record their 
medicinal usage and mode of preparation, and to assess 
the level of experience of the  Lebanese herbalists.  
 
Methodology 
 

An ethnopharmacological survey was conducted 
from 2003-2005 by interviewing 26 local and popular 
herbalists from the 5 different provinces of Lebanon:  9 
from the Bekaa Valley, 6 from Great Beirut, 4 from North 
Lebanon, 4 from Mount Lebanon, and 3 from South 
Lebanon. The methodology followed was based on a 
study done by Said et al., (2002) and Nadeem et al. 
(2013) with some modifications.  The herbalists were 
selected because they were recognized by their local 
community as being professional herbalists and full-time 
practitioners, and because of  their experience in this field 
(minimum 11 years of experience). 

A questionnaire was developed to investigate what 
types of medicinal plants were currently used by the 
practitioners in Lebanon for the treatment of various 
diseases.   It included detailed information regarding the 
nature, source, identity of the herbs as well as their 
therapeutic usages, part(s) used, and mode of preparation.  
In case, the herbs were collected locally, detailed 
information was gathered on the collection procedure, 
location and abundance of the herb in the field.  The 
questionnaire also covered information on the herbalist 
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himself, such as the socio-economic situation of his 
community, personal education, source of his knowledge, 
years of experience in this field, willingness to be 
associated with a local union, witnessing of exceptional 
cases of profound healings, and willingness to cooperate 
with Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) for herb 
conservation.   
 Every herbalist was asked to list the main diseases he 
treated and the plants used in the treatment.  He was also 
asked to provide samples of the plant species from his 
own collection as well as from the field; and if possible 
plant photographs.  Similar to Said et al., (2002) and Gul 
et al. (2012), we considered the medicinal usage of a plant 
valid only if it was mentioned by at least three herbalists 
who confirmed that the plant extract was prescribed 
frequently.  The identity of each plant species mentioned 
by the interviewed herbalists was then determined using 
references by Post (1932), Bedevian (1936), Edgecombe 
(1970), Nehme (1978), Houri and Houri (2001), and 
Tohme (2002), and by comparison with specimens at the 
Post Herbarium (BEI), American University of Beirut 
(AUB).  Voucher specimens of plant samples provided by 
the herbalists are stored in the Post Herbarium (AUB).  
 
Results and Discussion 
 

The types of plants used by herbalists in Lebanon 
together with the parts used, medicinal applications, 
and mode of preparation are listed in Table 1. The 
survey showed that 128 plant species belonging to 119 
genera were used by herbalists in Lebanon to treat 
various diseases, and are distributed as follows: 51 
species are used for the treatment of gastrointestinal 
disorders; 32 for kidney and urinary diseases; 37 for 
blood and cardiovascular diseases; 19 for disorders of 
the nervous system; 21 for diabetes; 18 for sexual 
disorders; 17 for hair problems; 15 for respiratory 
problems (excluding asthma); 11 for arthritis, joint and 
back pain; 12 for allergies including 4 for asthma; 7 for 
liver diseases, 6 for cancer, 6 species for hemorrhoids, 
and few others for miscellaneous conditions.  A few 
plants were shown to have specific and particular 
applications, such as Myrtus communis L. for the skin 
disease, intertigo; Cucurbita moschata Duch. for 
intestinal worms; Eruca sativa Mill. to stop smoking; 
Petroselinum sativum Hoffm. for milk production; and 
Lupinus termis L. for acne treatment (Table 1). 

Most of the plants were used to treat more than one 
medical condition and specificity of each treatment 
depended on what part of the plant was used and on the 
mode of preparation.  According to the survey, local 
herbalists administered remedies in the form of water 
infusion when the plant material was fresh and tender, 
and water decoction when the plant parts were dried and 
hard.  Water infusions were prepared by soaking the 
plant material in boiling water for 1 minute and then 
leaving the solution to cool down.  Water decoctions 
were done by soaking the dried plant material in boiling 
water for 15 minutes.  Standard infusions and decoctions 
were always prepared by adding 15g of plant material to 
200 ml of water.  Other preparations such as fresh 

juices, fresh fruits, salads, macerated plant parts, oil, 
milky sap, and inhalation of essential oils were used to a 
lesser extent. The survey also indicated that the remedies 
were mainly administered orally and very rarely as 
external application, water bath, rectal syringes or nasal 
delivery. These methods are similar to those followed by 
Arabic herbalists in Israel, the Golan Heights and the 
West Bank (Said et al., 2002) and in part of Pakistan 
(Sarwat et al. 2012). 

The number of plant species used by herbalists in 
Lebanon is close to what was reported by Abou Chaar 
(2004), who listed 138 plant species used in traditional 
folk medicine to treat 54 diseases. Moreover, most of 
the plants used by the Lebanese herbalists had similar 
applications as those reported in the literature (Said et 
al., 2002; Abou-Irmaileh and Afifi., 2003; Abou Chaar, 
2004).  

The current survey showed that the average age of 
the 26 surveyed herbalists from the 5 different provinces 
in Lebanon was 49 years (35-76) and that their average 
years of experience was 24 (11-43) (Table 2). The 
youngest interviewed herbalists in terms of age and 
experience were in the Bekaa Valley while the oldest and 
more experienced ones were in South Lebanon.  Four of 
the 26 interviewed herbalists also claimed to cure 
psychological factors such as hysteria.  With respect to 
the herbalists’ education, the survey shows that very few 
herbalists (12%) completed high school education (Fig. 
1). Although they all claimed to be professional 
herbalists, none had any scientific training or an 
appropriate background to discuss medical terminologies 
and diagnosis.  The descriptions of the various diseases 
were most of the time unclear and non-specific.  For 
instance, herbalists claimed that certain herbs are used to 
treat the nerves, and when asked for further information, 
they provided vague answers.  Moreover, the older and 
more experienced herbalists from the South were 
reluctant to give details about their remedies in an attempt 
to keep them in the family.  In fact, the training and 
experience of the interviewed Lebanese herbalists were 
aquired from a family inherited business and from their 
own related readings of Arabic books about herbal 
medicine.  Because most of the references used by the 
herbalists are old, mostly dating back to the 19th century 
(Alantaki, 1877) or new but without a reliable plant 
nomenclature, mistakes in plant identification may 
happen, especially that common names of plants do differ 
with time and regions.  Hence, it appears that the 
scientific background of the herbalists is not enough for 
making accurate diagnosis and prescribing proper herbal 
cures.  Similarly, Abu-Irmaileh and Afifi (2003) reported 
that most of the herbalists in Jordan were not educated 
and not licensed for practicing herbal medicine.   

Recently, modern herbal shops opened in the major 
cities and are advertizing in the media.  They are 
becoming popular and seem to rely on imported herbs as 
implied by some of their advertisements.  These shops are 
taking over the traditional herbalists.  The owner of one 
chain of modern herbal shops was approached, but 
refused to be interviewed for this study. 
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Table 2. Age, experience, and education status of Lebanese herbalists. 
Province N Average age of herbalists Average years of ecperience Education of majority (rangea) 
Great Beirut 6 49 ± 2.1 (47-53) 26 ± 4.4 (19-31) Intermediate (E-HS) 
Bekaa Valley 9 42 ± 5.8 (35-51) 15.7 ± 3.8 (11-21) Elementary  (E-HS) 
Mount Lebanon 4 48 ± 1.9 (46-48) 16 ± 3.7 (11-21) Intermediate (E-I) 
North Lebanon 4 53 ± 7.1 (42-62) 32 ± 3.5 (28-36) Intermediate (E-HS) 
South Lebanon 3 65 ± 8.3 (56-76) 39 ± 2.9 (36-43) Elementary (E-I) 
a E = Elementary; I = Intermediate; HS = High School 

 

Elementary
42%

Intermediate
46%

High School
12%

 
 
Fig. 1. Educational degrees of the 26 interviewed Lebanese 
herbalists. 
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Fig. 2. Percentage practitioners in the different provinces of 
Lebanon who purchase their plant material instead of collecting 
it and who treat for money. 
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Fig. 3. Percentage practitioners in the differences provinces of 
Lebanon exchanging ethnopharmacological information, locally 
and regionally. 

 
With respect to the source and the trade of medicinal 

plants in different provinces of Lebanon, it appears that 
most of the herbalists do not collect their own plant 
material but instead purchase it (Fig. 2).  In the rural areas, 
Bekaa Valley and Mount Lebanon,  many (50-78%) 
herbalists collected plants directly from the field, whereas 

elsewhere, specially in the cities, they bought most of the 
herbs from salesmen, mainly from Syria.  Herbalists living 
in the capital, Beirut, relied solely on purchased herbs.  
With the exception of few herbalists in the Bekaa Valley, 
the herbalists did not treat any patient for free (Fig. 2). 

The survey investigated whether there was exchange 
of information between herbalists at the local and regional 
levels. The results obtained showed that all interviewed 
herbalists in the Greater Beirut and South Lebanon 
interacted locally with other herbalists as compared to a 
few (11%) in the interior Bekaa Valley.  On the regional 
scale, the interviewed herbalists in Greater Beirut and 
Mount Lebanon had moderate (50-66%) communications 
with other herbalists in the Middle East while those in the 
other provinces showed very little or no regional 
exchange (Fig. 3).  
 
Conclusions 
 

A survey conducted on medicinal herbs used by 
Lebanese herbalists revealed that 128 plant species were 
used for treating a number of diseases.  Most plants were 
used to treat more than one medical condition.  This study 
showed that the interviewed herbalists do not have proper 
scientific training and appropriate background in using 
medical terminologies and in diagnosis. In addition, 
because they relied on old books describing plants by their 
common names, and in case of purchased herbs, on plants 
sometimes collected in neighboring countries and identified 

Purchasing herbs
Treating for money

Local relations
Regional relations
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by other dealers, mistakes in plant identification could be 
done. Therefore, it should be recommended that the use of 
medicinal plants for the treatment of different diseases be 
monitored and regulated by an authorized agency in 
Lebanon, and that all Lebanese herbalists receive some 
degree of training on classification of medicinal plants, and 
be licensed.  In addition, there is a need to appropriately 
store the herbs.  More importantly, herbalists should be 
trained on proper herb collection procedures so that certain 
species that are heavily collected, such as Salvia and 
Origanum, do not become endangered. 
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