
UCI 
Dr Jackson Orem 

or many Ugandans, herbal 
remedies are a familiar part 
ofhealthcare. They are ac- 

cessible, culturally trusted, and of- 
ten seen as“natural”alternatives to 
conventional medicine.Sowhena 
cancer diagnosisis made, it isnot 
surprising that some patients turn 
toherbs, either alongside hospital 
treatment or,in some cases, instead 
of it. But animportant question re- 
mains: are herbal remedies safe for : 
cancer patients? 
‘The answer is complex. While 
some herbal products may offer 
comfort or help manage certain 
symptoms,not all are safe,espe- 
cially when combined with cancer 
treatment. 

The risks 
One of the biggest misconcep- 

tions is that “natural” automati- 
cally means safe. In reality, many 
herbal remedies contain active 
compounds that can affect the 
body in powerful ways. This be- 
comes a concern when a patient 
isundergoing treatments such as 
chemotherapy or radiotherapy, 
which are carefully calibrated to 
target cancer cells. 
Certain herbs can interfere with 
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how these treatments work. For 
example,some may reduce the 
effectiveness of chemotherapy 
drugs, while others can increase 
their toxicity,leading to more se- 
vere side effects. Herbs that affect 
the liver or kidneys are particular- 
ly risky, because these organs play 
acrucial role in processing cancer 
medications. 
Thereis also the issue of dosage 

and quality Unlike hospital med- 
icines, most herbal remedies are 
not standardised. This means pa- 
tients may not know exactly what : 
they are taking, how strong it is,or 
whether it has been contaminat- 
ed.Insome cases,products mar- 

| keted as herbal have been found 
to contain hidden pharmaceuti- 
cal ingredients or harmful sub- 
stances. 
Perhaps the greatest danger aris- 

eswhen patients abandon or de- 
lay proven medical treatment in 
favour of herbal alternatives.Can- 

cer is adisease where timing mat- 
ters.Delays can allow the disease 
to progress to more advanced stag- 
es,making it harder,and some- 
times impossible, to treat effec- 
tively. 

In addition, the Uganda Cancer In- 
stitute (UCI) has started researching 
herbs that may be helpful in manag- 
ing cancer, aiming to integrate scien- 
tifically validated herbal options in- 
to supportive care. These initiatives 
provide a pathway for patients to 
safely use herbal remedies alongside 
conventional treatment. 
The most important step for any 

cancer patient is open communi- 
cation with their doctor. Patients 
should inform their healthcare team 
about any herbs, supplements,or 
traditional treatments they are us- 
ing or considering. This allows doc- 
tors to assess potential interactions 
and advise on what is safe. 
Itis also important to rely on evi- 

dence-based care. Treatments rec- 
ommended in hospitals have under- 
gone rigorous testing to ensure they 
are both safe and effective. While re- 
search into herbal medicine is ongo- 
ing,many remedies have not been 
studied to the same standard, par- 

Using herbal remedies safely ticularly in the context of cancer. 
This does not mean that all herb- Patients should also be wary of 

al remedies must be avoided. bold claims. Any product that prom- 
Some may help with symptoms ises to*“cure”cancer quickly or with- 

i suchasnausea,anxiety,or poorap- = outside effects should raise con- 
petite. However, their use should cern. Cancer treatment is rarely sim- 

i always be approached with cau- ple,and such claims are often mis- 
tion and guided by a qualified leading. 
healthcare professional. Family members and caregivers 
Uganda, through the Ministryof : have arole to play as well.In many 

Health under the Natural Chemo- : cases, well-meaning relatives may 
therapeutics Centre,supports re- encourage the use of herbal rem- 
search and regulation of herbal edies.While their intentions are 

: medicinestoensuretheyaresafe = good,itisimportant that decisions 
and effective. Members of the pub- : are guided by medical advice rather 
lic should ensure that any herb- than pressure or anecdote. 
al products they use have been ap- 
proved by the National Drug Au- The writeris the executive direc- 
thority (NDA). tor, Uganda Cancer Institute 
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