
Trop J Nat Prod Res, October 2017; 1(4):153-157 

                                                                                    153                                                             Uwagie-Ero et al., 2017 

 

 

Tropical Journal of Natural Product Research                                                                                      
 

Available online at https://www.tjnpr.org 

 
      

An Overview of Ethnoveterinary Medicine in Nigeria 

Aihanuwa E. Uwagie-Ero1*, Ibrahim Shuaibu 2, Nezan Oryiman Saviour 3 

1Department of Surgery, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, University of Benin, Benin City, Nigeria.  
2Department of Surgery, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, Usman Dan Fodio University, Sokoto, Nigeria.  
3Department of Public Health, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, University of Agriculture, Makurdi, Nigeria.  

 

Introduction 

Ethnoveterinary medicine is the holistic, interdisciplinary study 

of local knowledge and its associated skills, practices, beliefs, 

practitioners, and socio-cultural structures and environment associated 

with and pertaining to the healthcare and healthful husbandry of food, 

work, and other income-producing animals, always with an eye to 

practical development of applications within livestock production and 

livelihood systems, and with the ultimate goal of increasing human well-

being via increased benefits from stock raising. 1 To keep animals healthy, 

traditional healing practices have been applied for centuries and have been 

passed down orally from generation to generation.1,2 An attempt to 

promote the development and conservation of ethnoveterinary medicine 

does not negate the value of modern veterinary medicine nor does it seek 

to replace it. Widespread interest in documenting and validating 

ethnoveterinary practices arose in the early 1980s. Since then, several 

studies have been carried out, many reports written, and numerous 

conferences and workshops held. These activities have saved 

ethnoveterinary knowledge from extinction because most knowledge 

resided with elderly community members and disappeared as they died.1,2 

However, the effort is still quite insignificant when compared to the 

undocumented global ethnoveterinary plant lore.  

In Nigeria, animal disease remains one of the principal causes of poor 

livestock performance, leading to an ever-increasing gap between the 

supply of and the demand for livestock products. In the absence of funds, 

farmers face the challenge of scarcity, erratic supply and/or high costs of 

synthetic drugs or veterinary services and they usually revert to more 
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appropriate and sustainable traditional systems of animal health care.3 

Conventional veterinary services, despite its paramount role, have limited 

coverage in developing countries,4,5 as a result livestock keepers, 

particularly in rural areas, frequently visit traditional healers to get 

solutions for their sick animals; they complement modern medicine by 

developing a socially acceptable remedy from inexpensive resources. 

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), at least 80% of 

people in developing countries depend largely on indigenous practices for 

the control and treatment of various diseases affecting both humans and 

animals.6 

The traditional knowledge on ethnoveterinary practices by local healers 

who are knowledgeable and experienced in traditional systems of 

treatment is important, but their knowledge is not documented and is 

dwindling fast.7 It is also indicated that the knowledge of ethnomedicinal 

plants is on the verge of irreversible loss and decline because it has been 

transmitted across generations by oral tradition which is in danger of 

extinction.8,9 The situation is worsened by rapid socio-economic, 

technological and environmental changes.10 Environmental degradation, 

agricultural expansions, cultivation of marginal lands, and urbanization 

are also posing a significant threat to the future wellbeing of human and 

animal populations that have relied on these resources to combat various 

ailments for generations.11 Hence, it is a timely endeavour to document, 

promote and conserve the country’s ethnoveterinary medicinal plant lore. 

Such documents are important to define and maintain the cultural identity 

of the people.12 In addition to serving as keys toward establishing people-

centered natural resource management systems,13 and as a potential for 

scientific discovery of new compounds that could be useful in the 

development of modern drugs.14 Documentation of ethnoveterinary 

practices is critically urgent so that the knowledge can be preserved; plants 

conserved and sustainably managed for the control of livestock diseases. 

In Nigeria, management of small ruminants is largely in traditional 

hands.15, 16 
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Methodology 

This study was a library/archive based systematic review. The 

technological tools that were available for data collection in this review 

included the libraries and archive access tools which were provided by 

data search engines: Searching Online Library Academic Resources 

(SOLAR) and Generic Search of Online Facilities (through Google and 

Google Scholar). Peer review scholarly articles with the keywords were 

selected and used. The single inclusion factor was the location – Nigeria. 

The search was limited to veterinary medicine and ethnoveterinary 

medicine.   

 

Limitations of Ethno-veterinary medicine 

A major challenge to ethnoveterinary medicine in Nigeria stems from the 

fact that traditional diagnoses may be inadequate and it has little or nothing 

to offer against the acute viral diseases of animals where orthodox 

vaccinations are effective. From a technical standpoint, some 

ethnoveterinary medicines are totally ineffective and cures are variable in 

their effectiveness according to season, the method of the preparation and 

method of application. Particular methods are often much localized and 

the scope for their further dissemination is limited. More so, cases of 

toxicity and underdosing are more as there is no exert dosage in relation 

to body weight. On the other hand, over-harvesting threatens the diversity 

of habitats which includes semi-arid woodland and savanna habitats. 

Diversity is also threatened by high deforestation rates and 

overexploitation.17 

However, despite the limitations, the efficacy of ethnoveterinary medicine 

has been scientifically proven in the control of a wide spectrum of 

common livestock diseases such as diarrhoea, wounds, coccidiosis and 

reproductive disorders.8,18,19 In recent years a growing number of 

researchers from varied fields have studied, valued, confirmed, validated 

and documented the potential effectiveness of the traditional animal health 

management systems in native and local communities.17 Research has also 

provided an understanding of the plant chemistry and modes of action for 

plant species already used by many farmers. Research results have 

revealed several pesticide containing plants that can be used reliably and 

safely to treat livestock. Legal registration of these botanical products is 

usually not required for their promotion. This approach offers sustainable 

strategies directed towards developing sound and appropriate animal 

healthcare systems suitable and relevant to rural communities in 

improving livestock performance and production and, hence, livelihood. 
20  

Benefits of Ethnoveterinary Medicine 

Despite these disadvantages, ethnoveterinary medicine is freely available 

or at a cost in proportion to the value of the animal that is beneficial. It is 

easily administered, usually orally or topically. It has little or no resistance 

effect compared to modern veterinary practices and it can be practiced 

almost by everyone as no western knowledge is required.  

 

Aspects of ethnoveterinary medicine 

Common methods for administering ethnoveterinary medicines include: 

  

Drenching: This involves the oral administration of a medicine in liquid 

form. After measuring the medicine, it can be given to an animal using a 

plastic drink bottle, a bottle gourd or with a calabash spoon.21, 22 

 

Fumigation: The use of smoke or fumes to drive away or kill insects and 

other pests is common. Powdered material or dried leaves, dung and bark 

are burnt in clay pots or on the open ground. 21, 22 

 

Nasal and eye drops: Liquid medicines can be applied to eyes or nostrils 

with a dropper, straw or folded leaf, skin application, anal application, 

vaginal application etc.21, 22 

 

Some ailments and common traditional Applications 

1.  Mastitis: Applying Curcuma longa (turmeric) on udder.23-25, 28 

2. Foot and mouth ulcers: Allowing animals to walk in hot sand 

and applying sand to wounds externally; applying Linum 

usitatissimum (linseed) oil and Curcuma longa (turmeric) 

externally; applying kerosene if the wounds are infested with 

maggots.23-25, 28 

3. Tympany: Drenching with Linum usitatissimum (linseed) oil 

along with a mixture of Zingiber officinale (ginger), Curcuma 

longa (turmeric) and Ferula asafoetida (devils dung); keeping 

the animal’s mouth open by tying a piece of wood into it. 23-25, 

28 

 

 

4. Retention of Placenta: Feeding Bambusa vulgaris (bamboo) 

leaves or a mixture of oil bran Eleusine coracana (finger millet) 

grain.23-25, 28 

5. Diarrhoea: Drenching about 1 kg fruit pulp extract of Aegle 

marmelos (stone apple) and Magnifera indica (mango) seed 

kernel for 2-3 days. 23-25, 28 

Reasons for ethnoveterinary medicine use included the high cost of 

orthodox medicines and the availability of ethnoveterinary medicines. The 

use of chemicals, orthodox medicines and plants that only became 

available in the modern era indicates the dynamic nature of 

ethnoveterinary medicine. The way people understand diseases is related  

to the way that these diseases are treated and the changes in the methods 

of treatment over time, therefore, suggest that disease perceptions are also  

dynamic. This is not surprising in the light of the cultural changes that are 

taking place in Africa. The indications for ethnoveterinary medicines are  

similar in different areas. The plant species used are, however, usually 

different. This indicates that locally available plant populations are a major 

determinant of the plant species used in ethnoveterinary medicines. Liquid 

dosage forms consisting of infusions and decoctions used as drenches, 

licks and topical dosage forms such as powders, lotions and drops are 

common in all studied areas. These dosage forms are easy to prepare 

without specialized equipment and are a reflection of the low level of 

technological sophistication in ethnoveterinary medicine.  

Some of the medicinal plants recorded in this study have been found by 

earlier research to possess antimicrobial activities. Vernonia conferta has 

been used by several ethnoveterinary medical practitioners for the 

treatment of gastrointestinal disorders.40 Acacia albida, Piliostigma 

thonningii and Parkia biglobosa have been reportedly used by herdsmen 

and traditional pastoralist in the management of animal diarrhea.41 The 

potential of Azadirachta indica as a trypanocidal and antihelmintic agent 

has also been reported.6, 42 The root and twig of Piliostigma thonningii has 

also been used for the treatment and management of several ailments such 

as dysentery and severe helminths infections, fever, snake bites, 

hookworm and skin diseases.23-25, 28 The anti-inflammatory effects and 

prophylactic properties of the plants Piliostigma thonningii, Aspilia 

Africana and Garcinia kola are well documented.43, 44, 45 The hot water 

extract of Ocimum grattisium has been shown to significantly reduce the 

duration of emesis comparable to metoclopramide in dogs.46 Gulenia 

senegalensis, Anogassus leocarpus and Selerocarya birrea have been 

found useful in overcoming parturition difficulty in a domestic animals.47 

Ethnoveterinary medicine is developed by farmers in fields, rather than by 

scientists in laboratories and clinics. It is less systematic and less 

formalized. It is therefore, crucial to learn, evaluate, promote and integrate 

the beneficial facets of traditional animal health care practices into current 

primary livestock healthcare delivery services. 

Ethnoveterinary medicine involves the use and application of medicinal 

herbs in treatment and management of animal diseases. However, it offers 

useful herbal information to animal keepers and livestock rearers. 

Information and knowledge drawn from traditional pastoralist who 

practice ethnoveterinary medicine enable livestock farmers to know and 

review early signs and symptoms of their sick animals. Thus, they are 

acquainted with the knowledge of the disease, signs and symptoms, the 

disease season, and the species commonly affected. Ethnoveterinary 

medicine also provide them with knowledge of pasture and feed selection 

and how to avoid vector infested pastures and contaminated watering 

holes. In practice, this is much wider than just the use of herbal medicines. 

It covers bone-repairs and setting, vaccinations (prophylaxis), treatment 

and management of infectious diseases, branding and identification of 

animals, and livestock management practices handed over traditionally. 

The tools and technologies range from simple tools such as thorns to 

vaccinate animals, to the complex animal housing adapted to local 

conditions. Farmers are familiar with the various materials available in 

their environment, and skillfully take advantage of their various qualities. 

Beliefs are commonly thought of as superstitious, however, some 

ethnoveterinary medical beliefs can be very useful because they improve 

the animals’ condition or prevent them from getting sick. Examples are 

the feeding of blessed salt and forbidding animals to feed on pastures 

where other animals have died from diseases such as anthrax.3 These 

traditional beliefs have proven to be well defined disease control and 

prevention practices often referred to in modern-day epidemiology.  

Ethnoveterinary medicines are often not as fast-acting and potent as 

allopathic medicines. They may, therefore, be less suitable to control and 

treat epidemic and endemic infectious diseases such as viral enteritis, foot-

and-mouth disease, rinderpest, acute haemorrhagic septicaemia, African  
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Table 1: Some commonly used plants in ethnoveterinary medicine in Nigeria. 

 

Scientific Name 

(Common Name) 

Part used Diseases cured Application Reference 

Acacia albida (Apple ring) Leaves  

 

Stuffy eye 

 

Macerate in water and drench the animal. 23 

Acacia nilotica 

(Locust bean) 

Dried bark, 

fruits, and seeds 

Foot and mouth disease Infusion of pounded plant parts used to wash affected 

parts 

23 

Adansonia digitate 

(Baobab) 

Fruits Fowl cholera Powder mixed with feed 23-25 

Alium sativum 

(Garlic) 

Leaves Pasteurellosis Decoction is given to animals 23, 25-27 

Allium cepa 

(Onion) 

Bulbs Pasturellosis, cowdriosis Decoction is administered to affected animals 23, 24, 28 

Anacarduim 

Occidentale 

(Cashew) 

Leaves,seeds Diarrhea, infertility, 

arthritis, hepatitis 

The powder is mixed with animal feed; Smoke repel 

or kill Insects 

23-25 

Annona senegalensis 

(Wild custard apple) 

Leaves  Anti-biotics Macerate in water and administer orally to the animal 23-25 

Annona senegalensis 

(Sour sop) 

Roots Pediculosis, helminthosis, 

pasteurellosis, lousiness, 

cough, Trypanosomosis, 

diarrhea, dysentery 

Decoction is prepared with root of  T. indica and A. 

senegalensis and give to animals 

23-25 

Arachis hypogea 

(Groundnut) 

Oil Poisoning Oil is given to the poisoned birds to drink 23-25 

Azadirachta indica 

(Neem tree) 

Barks Helminthosis, 

dermatomycosis, poisoning, 

dysentery, diarrhea 

Bark infusion or decoction is given 23, 29, 30 

Brasica juncea 

(Mustard) 

Oil Psoroptic mange The oil is rubbed in affected part 31, 32 

Cannabis indica 

(Hemp plant) 

Leaves Newcastle disease The leaves are soaked in drinking water 24, 33 

Citrus aurantifolia 

(Lime) 

Leaves Diarrhoea Give the liquid extract to animal orally until 

symptoms disappear  

24, 28, 33 

 

Citrus aurantium 

(Lemon) 

Root Bark Trypanosomosis Mix the powder with butter and apply through the 

anus 

24, 25, 33 

Curcumis sativus 

(Cucumber) 

Fruits/seeds Anaemia, constipation Decoction is given to lab animals to Drink 23, 25, 28, 34 

Desmodium velutinum 

(Velvet leaf) 

Whole of the 

shoot 

Abortion Decoction with potash given to animals 23-25 

Dioscorea dametorum 

(Bitter yam) 

Root Blindness Pound extract with water and drop into the eye 35 

Echinochloapyramidallis 

(Antelop grass) 

Whole plant Mastitis Decoction is used to wash the affected Udder 24, 25, 28 

Elaeis guinensis 

(African Palm oil) 

Fresh peels Psoroptic mange The oil of E. guinensis is rubbed followed by rubbing 

of fresh peels. 

23, 24, 28 

Euphorbia poissonii 

(Dogs thorn) 

Latex Sore, wounds Latex is rubbed on sore, wound or any fresh cut 28, 31, 36 

Ficus exasperate 

(Fig tree)  

Leaves Fever/Malnutrition Mash leaves, mix with water, give the liquid extract to 

animal 

35 

Ficus platyphylla 

(Broad leaf fig) 

Bark Bovine contagious  

pleuropneumonia 

Dry/pound the bark into powder and add salt, 

administer orally with the liquid. 

35 

 

Ganoderma lucidum 

(Ganoderma) 

Fruits Inflammation Decoction given to animals (used mainly in cats) 28, 37 

Hibiscus esculentus 

(Okra) 

Stem Placenta ejection Pound dry stem/add water. Drench the animal with 

liquid. 

35 

 

Khaya anthotheca 

(White mahogany) 

Stem bark Heamaturia, 

dermatophilosis, 

babesisosis, fascioliasis, 

scours 

The powder is mixed with feed 25,28 

 

Mangifera indica 

(Mango) 

Leaves/ 

Bark Roots 

Diarrhoea rinderpest, 

ringworm, scabies,  

Grind leaves/ bark, mix with water and give animal  35 

Moringa oleifera 

(Benoil tree) 

Leaves, stalks Dystocia Decoction is given to animals during labour 23-25, 28 
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swine fever, anthrax, rabies, Newcastle disease and acute life-

threatening bacterial infections. For these problems, allopathic 

veterinary drugs might be the best option for effective control and 

management.  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The use of certain medicinal plants can be shown to be rational in terms 

of the known biological effects of the plants involved. The chain of 

transfer of ethnoveterinary knowledge from generation to generation 

may, therefore, be broken if not documented properly. Considering 

urbanization and mass migration of young people and the lack of 

properly documented and written records of ethnoveterinary medicines, 

this knowledge may as well go extinct. Most young people seek 

employment opportunities in urban areas, where ethnoveterinary 

knowledge is of little practical value while others see it as superstition 

and myths. This endangers the knowledge of ethnoveterinary medicines 

while it is still freely available. Research should be developed on 

ethnoveterinary plants to ensure long-term benefits for livestock 

keepers from ethnobotany and traditional medicine in Nigeria. 

Comparative studies should be carried out in various regions of the 

country to provide a comprehensive database on ethnoveterinary 

medicinal plants and ethnoveterinary practices. The pharmacological 

actions of ethnoveterinary medicines should be studied and properly 

documented. The feasibility of promoting safe and effective herbal 

medicines should be investigated. Aspects of standardization and 

quality control should be considered. Cultivation, local self-sufficiency, 

sustainability, distribution and conservation of medicinal plants should 

be considered and encouraged. Viable alternatives to orthodox 

medicines that will reduce total expenditure on animal health should be 

promoted. Where applicable, intellectual property rights must be 

respected by researchers and developers. Conventional allopathic 

veterinary service alone cannot fully address all the challenges and 

complexities of health problems of the modern period. 
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