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Summary of Proceedings 

Public Hearing  

Joint Select Committee on Social Services and Public Administration  

Held on Wednesday, June 13, 2018 

[10:32 a.m. to 12:37 p.m.] 

 

An inquiry into the potential benefits of non-traditional medications in the treatment 

of non-communicable diseases in Trinidad and Tobago.  

 

Venue: The ANR Robinson Meeting Room (East), Level 9, Office of the Parliament, Tower D, 

the Port-of-Spain International Waterfront Centre, 1A Wrightson Road, Port of Spain. 

Committee Members 

The following committee members were present: 

1. Dr. Dhanayshar Mahabir – Chairman 

2. Mr. Esmond Forde, MP- Vice-Chairman 

3. Brig. Gen. (Ret.) Ancil Antoine, MP 

4. Mrs. Christine Newallo-Hosein, MP 

5. Mrs. Glenda Jennings-Smith, MP 

6. Ms. Allyson West  

7. Ms. Khadijah Ameen 

8. Mr. Rohan Sinanan 

 

Witnesses who appeared 

The following officials were present: 
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Ministry of Health (MoH) 

1. Mr. Richard Madray - Permanent Secretary 

2. Mr. Brian Armour - Chief Medical Officer Ag.  

3. Mr. Farz Khan - Director, Chemistry, Food and Drugs Division 

4. Ms. Jennifer Rodriguez - Manager, Pharmacy Services 

5. Ms. Asante Charles-Le Blanc, Member - Herbal Sub-Committee 

Faculty of Medical Sciences, the University of the West Indies (UWI) 

1. Prof. Terence Seemungal - Dean, Faculty of Medical Sciences, UWI 

2. Prof. Yuri Clement - Professor of Pharmacology, Department of Para-Clinical Sciences 

3. Dr. Gabriel Brown - Lecturer (Avian Medicine), School of Veterinary Medicine 

4. Mrs. Valerie Sealey-Tobias - Assistant Lecturer, UWI School of Nursing 

5. Dr. Sandeep Maharaj - Lecturer in Pharmacy 

Faculty of Science and Technology, the University of the West Indies (UWI) 

1. Prof. Jayaraj Jayaraman - Professor, Biotechnology and Plant Microbiology 

2. Dr. Nigel Jalsa  - Lecturer, Chemistry, and Biochemistry 

3. Mrs. Yasmin Baksh-Comeau - Curator, National Herbarium 

The Pharmaceutical Board of Trinidad and Tobago 

1. Mr. Andrew Rahaman - President of the Council, Pharmaceutical Board of  

Trinidad and Tobago 

 

Key Issues Discussed 

The following are the key subject areas/issues discussed during the hearing: 

Issues discussed with the Ministry of Health (MoH)  

i. The Medical Board Act prescribes that doctors are duly registered with the board 

after completing an approved curriculum at a recognized tertiary educational 

institute; 
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ii. The Ministry is unable to take legal action against persons, who sell products 

which are branded as containing therapeutic/medicinal properties; 

iii. The absence of legislative provisions that govern the use of non-traditional and 

contemporary medications; 

iv. Since 1999 consultations were conducted on herbal medicine and based on those 

consultations, regulations were drafted in 2001. At present, there is a 2004 

version of the draft regulations before the Chief Parliamentary Counsel (CPC) for 

review; 

v. There is no register or regulations for  Acupuncture and Aryuvedic practitioners 

in Trinidad and Tobago; 

vi. The professional bodies with responsibility for the registration of medical 

practitioners are the Medical Board of Trinidad and Tobago (MBTT), the Trinidad 

and Tobago Registered Nurses Council (TTNC) and the Council of Professionals 

relating to medicine. The Council of Professionals includes psychiatrists and social 

workers and is also within the ambit of the law and oversight under the Ministry; 

vii. International best practice defines herbal and alternative substances as 

substances that support the treatment of diseases and not cure diseases; 

viii. The absence of registration and regulation for practitioners of non-traditional and 

alternative medicine may lead to negative health effects. Persons tend to use non-

traditional medicine as primary rather than supportive treatments; 

ix. The lack of funding and the cost associated with conducting studies and trials on 

the effects and benefits of the use of non-traditional and alternative medication; 

x. The Drug Advisory Committee is responsible for advising and recommending to 

the Minister, the drugs that may be registered, imported, distributed and sold in 

Trinidad and Tobago. The Committee is in process of producing a policy which 

will allow for better regulation of herbal based medication; 

 

xi. The Drug Advisory Committee has recommended herbal substances with 

medicinal properties to the Minister to be approved for sale.  The Drug Advisory 

Committee has recommendedapproximately10 herbal supplements for the 

Minister’s approval; 

xii.  
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xiii. A Herbal Sub Committee was established within the Ministry. The functions of 

this committee include providing guidance to the Drug Advisory Board and the 

Minister on inter alia the public dispensation and regulation of herbal 

substances that are found locally and internationally.  

xiv. The need to understand the difference between supplemental and medicinal 

herbs/plants; 

xv. Tertiary educational institutions offer courses in traditional and herbal 

medication; 

xvi. There are conventional  drugs that do not meet the scientific rigor to be included 

in the formulary pharmacopeia but  are used as alternative medicine; 

xvii. Conventional drugs can be accessed through pharmaceutical companies and 

pharmacies as over-the-counter medication. International disclaimers are placed 

on conventional drugs; 

xviii. The creation of an electronic database which contains all the information on 

particular drugs that is accessible to the public. At present, the database is internal 

to the Ministry; 

xix. The immediate need for a regulatory framework and the allocation of human 

resource and funds to effectively monitor the sale and use of traditional 

medication. The provisions of the Dangerous Drugs Act, Chap. 11:25 are 

inadequate to effectively monitor the use of this type of medication; 

xx. No licenses have been issued in accordance with Section 4 of the Dangerous Drugs 

Act, Chap. 11:25; and  

xxi. The Drug Inspectorate Unit is responsible for the monitoring of drugs distributed 

by pharmacies.  

 

Issues discussed with the University of the West Indies (UWI) 

i. The importance of ensuring that scientific research is conducted to support the 

views/notions on the negative or positive effects associated with the use of 

traditional medication. Currently, traditional medication is used based on its 

folkloric value and without the support of adequate scientific research. 

ii. There is a need to conduct research into the various types of alternative 

treatments that are available to the public of Trinidad and Tobago;   
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iii. Research has been conducted at the FMS1 and FST2, UWI in three areas: 

 Descriptive pharmacology research; 

 Basic scientific research; and  

 Experiments using animal models. 

iv. Additionally, a number of studies have been conducted on plants with medicinal 

properties used to treat conditions such as asthma, cancer, hypotension, high 

blood pressure and diabetes; 

v. In 2015 a national survey on the use of medication drafted from plants was 

executed and involved 50 villages. The University used the findings of this survey 

to determine the herbs/plants that are commonly used;  

vi. In addition, another study that involved doctors and herbal specialists was 

conducted in 2015. In this study, the University was also able to capture the 

perspective of specialist medical doctors on the use of medicinal herbs; 

vii. The use of imported herbs/plants is preferred to those grown locally; 

viii. Over local 100 medicinal herbs can be used to treat fever, vomiting, and diarrhoea; 

ix. Research is being conducted on marine sponges by FST3; 

x. An overview of the process involved in analysing the chemical components of 

medicinal herbs/plants; 

xi. Alternative medicine has an 83% effective rate, while traditional medication such 

as antibiotics have an 87% effective rate in the treatment of non-communicable 

diseases; 

xii. There is a lack of evidence on the effects of medicinal herbs/plants on humans. 

Currently, evidence has been collected solely from studies on animal subjects. 

There are prevailing safety concerns regarding human trials; 

xiii. Studies on the effects of medicinal herbs/plants have been published by faculty 

members of the UWI; 

                                                           
1 Faculty of Medical Sciences, University of the West Indies – St. Augustine Campus 
2 Faculty of Science and Technology, University of the West Indies – St. Augustine Campus 
3 Faculty of Science and Technology, University of the West Indies – St. Augustine Campus 
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xiv. Currently patients attempt to treat multiple conditions with one medicinal 

herb/plant;  

xv. There is a lack of interest from local pharmaceutical companies as it relates to the 

research conducted by the UWI on the benefits of the use of medicinal 

herbs/plants. However, international pharmaceutical companies have contacted 

the University to obtain local herbs/plants to be tested in their labs; 

xvi. The University aims to provide comprehensive scientific evidence on the benefits 

of local herbs/plants with medicinal properties; 

xvii. The need for implementation of legislative provisions to protect local 

herbs/plants with medicinal properties; 

xviii. There are medical doctors who utilize alternative/complementary medication to 

support traditional treatment; 

xix. MBTT controls the practices of doctors that are registered with the Board;  

xx. Furthermore, according to Section 22(1)(c) of the Medical Board Act, Chap. 29:50, 

if a person claims to be a medical doctor and is not registered with the MBTT the 

doctor can be prosecuted by the law. However, if a person does not claim to be a 

medical doctor but instead claims to sell products that cure/prevent diseases then 

the MBTT has no jurisdiction over such an individual; 

xxi. A patent cannot be placed on herbs/plants and their medicinal properties in their 

natural form. However, one can patent the process used to extract the properties 

contained within the herbs/plants and the products derived from a herb/plant; 

xxii. The need for partnership with regional and international companies to conduct 

studies on the effects of the use of medicinal herbs/plants and alternative 

medication; 

xxiii. The majority of pharmaceutical drugs have been derived from traditional/herbal 

medication. However, these drugs are differentiated by a significant amount of 

supporting scientific evidence; 

xxiv. Some herbs/plants used to treat ailments may contain a high level of toxins that 

are hazardous to human health; 

xxv. A large number of studies conducted on the substances contained in CO Q 10 are 

available to the public; 
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xxvi. Medical students are offered a 3 credit course in the use of complementary and 

traditional medication; 

xxvii. There are over 600 compounds in the cannabis plant whereas the media and 

public tend to focus on the THC compound;; 

xxviii. A lack of research studies both locally and regionally on the medical benefits of 

medicinal marijuana/cannabis; 

xxix. The need for clinical studies to be conducted in order for a drug to be approved; 

xxx. UWI has the human resource capital to conduct research on the medicinal benefits 

of various herbs and plants including marijuana/cannabis. However, a lack of 

funding and legislative provisions has prevented the UWI from undertaking this 

type of rigorous research; 

xxxi. Research was conducted by the University on the use of cannabis to treat cancer. 

However, only a small sample was examined during that study;  

xxxii. The Government has engaged UWI to provide assistance in the collection of the 

different types of marijuana plants grown in Trinidad and Tobago; 

xxxiii. There are over 3600 species of vascular plants in Trinidad and Tobago. 

Furthermore, the University was able to identify 900 species of plants that are 

used for medicinal purposes; 

xxxiv. The commercializing of products derived by plants in Jamaica and the possibility 

of same occurring in Trinidad and Tobago. The new strategic plan of the 

University and it’s faculties includes the incorporation of entrepreneurship and 

innovation; 

xxxv. Patents are not being issued for research conducted by the UWI. However, the 

University is in the process of pursuing patents. 

 

Issues discussed with the Pharmaceutical Board of Trinidad and Tobago 

i. Notwithstanding the benefits of the use of alternative medication, there are also 

negatives effects associated with its use; 

ii. The need for legislative provisions to regularize this form of treatment; 
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iii. Non-traditional and alternative medication is used to support pharmaceutical 

medications in the treatment of diseases. Unfortunately, a large segment of the 

population uses non-traditional and alternative medicine as their mainline 

treatment which results in ineffective treatment; 

iv. A course is available to pharmacists at the School of Medicine in UWI on 

complementary medicine; 

v. Some persons are resistant to the use of non-traditional or complementary 

medication based on the side effects associated with this form of treatment; and  

vi. Pharmacies obtain their license to distribute and store dangerous drugs or 

narcotics through the Drug Inspectorate of the Narcotics Committee. 

 

Recommendations proffered during the Public Hearing  

The following recommendations emanated from the discussions: 

i. That more public resources be directed at research on the medicinal benefits of the 

herbs/plants grown in Trinidad and Tobago;  

ii. That the University of the West Indies protects and patents its intellectual property 

with respect to research conducted on non-traditional medication; 

iii. That all medicinal plants with the potential to generate economic opportunities for 

Trinidad and Tobago in the field of pharmacology, such as medicinal marijuana, are 

collected and stored;  

iv. That legislative provisions be enacted for the regulation of non-traditional and 

alternative medication in Trinidad and Tobago;  

v. That the University of the West Indies collaborate with the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Land and Fisheries to identify the medicinal properties of plants grown in Trinidad 

and Tobago; and   

vi. That the University of the West Indies work in collaboration with international 

universities with regards to conducting research on non-traditional medication.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

View the Hearing 

The hearing can be viewed on our YouTube channel via the following link:  

https://youtu.be/Ic_9xY9nY9U 

https://youtu.be/Ic_9xY9nY9U
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Contact the Committee’s Secretary 

jscsspa@ttparliament.org or 624-7275 Ext. 2283 

Committees Unit 

 

August 02, 2018.  

mailto:jscsspa@ttparliament.org

