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THE INTERNATIONAL PHYTOMEDICINES AND MEDICAL CANNABIS INSTITUTE (IPI): A transformative 
collaboration initiative from Harvard to catalyze Global Health and Economic Development 
 
June 14, 2019. Boston, Massachusetts.  
 

The recent launch of the International Phytomedicines and Medical Cannabis Institute  (IPI) at Harvard 
Medical School on May 26th 2019 has been lauded as a potential game changer and the biggest phytomedicines 
collaboration initiative yet directly linking global health and economic development. “The purpose of the IPI is 
to develop high quality evidence-based phytomedicines (medicines from plants) products for global health and 
economic development, leveraging the best of science and technology from Harvard and partner institutions, as 
well as education, advocacy and policy-making to usher in an era of unparralled access to evidence-based 
phytomedicines used by billions across the world,” said Dr Wilfred Ngwa, professor and Director of the Harvard 
Global Health Catalyst. The IPI provides a leading-edge collaboration platform for global and local health, 
eliminating healthcare disparities, and boosting job creation and economic development working in partnership 
with industry, local governments, institutions and other stakeholders. The institute will further provide superior 
quality assurance, and rollout of world-class phytomedicine products with validation from Harvard core facilities.  

The IPI launch was one of the highlights of the 2019 Harvard Global Health Catalyst summit, funded by 
a number of Harvard Institutions, and other partners to catalyze high impact collaborations and initiatives to 
reduce global health disparities. In her remarks during the summit, Congress Woman Karen Bass (Chair, USA 
House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs, Subcommittee on Global Health) highlighted the 
importance of the Harvard summit and collaborative effort with ambassadors, ministers and other stakeholders in 
advancing global health and economic development. “Over the past two decades, Congress has passed the African 
Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), and enacted transformative initiatives such as the President’s Emergency 
Program for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). This new Harvard initiative is like combining the economic development 
impact potential of AGOA and the tremendous global health impact of PEPFAR into a Harvard global health 
and economic development act. I am impressed with  the wide support it is receiving from Ambassadors, different 
country government leaders, industry and other stakeholders who participated at the Harvard summit” said Mr. 
Melvin Foote, President of the Constituency for Africa (CFA), who was at the launch of the Harvard IPI  and is 
working to build support for efforts to address cancer, mental health and other noncommunicable diseases, and 
to promote the development of a plant-based medicine industry in Africa, as a way to address the glaring 
healthcare infrastructure gap on the continent. 
 
Blockbuster phytomedicine products highlighted at the Harvard IPI launch: Blood from Plants 

In the 2018 blockbuster movie Black Panther, extracts from a wonder heart-shaped plant ostensibly power 
the blood flow in the African King of Wakanda, giving him tremendous abilities for local and global healing -- 
Wakanda forever! The movie is, of course, a genre of science fiction that combines afro-futurism and 
super/natural powers. Fiction aside, it turns out, scientists at Harvard Medical School have discovered a plant in 
Cameroon, Africa, that can truly power human blood. Working in collaboration with the Smithsonian Institute in 
Washington, researchers at Harvard identified a plant from the genus Justicia (Family Acanthaceae) whose extract 
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has remarkable levels of blood components, including vital blood plasma elements and hemoglobin levels over 7 
times more than those found in humans. This amazing product from  the plant has been refined into advance 
formulations at Harvard  called Blood Extract for Universal (BEFU) health with major application potential in 
healthcare and the food industry.  

Results from a recent survey, carried out in collaboration with a local NGO (“Sts Stephen and Paul’s 
Foundation”) and the Presbyterian Church in Cameroon Health Services show that members of the local 
community use extracts from the plant to ‘power their blood’  treating their anemia. Back to the research at 
Harvard, initial results from studies on anemic animals  have shown a rapid jump in hemoglobin levels for animals 
administered with this blood . “One core facility that analyzed extracts from this blood plant could not believe it 
was not human blood,” says Dr. Ngwa, who led the research collaboration with the Smithsonian Institute, and 
the survey on usage of the plant in Cameroon. Given these remarkable and groundbreaking findings, the Brigham 
and Women’s Hospital at Harvard Medical School has scheduled a Ted Talk style session on “Blood from Plants” 
to present further results from research on this remarkable plant, where the public would be able to experience 
demos including: anemia nutraceuticals, health-and-wellness drinks,  Hemeburgers with natural heme-iron and 
other nutritious components from BEFU, amongst other evidence-based products. Peer-reviewed results1 on some 
of the advanced research on this plant have been accepted for presentation at the upcoming AAPM conference in 
San Antonio, Texas on July 15, 2019, with results showing that refinements of BEFU could also enhance 
treatment of cancer. Other peer-reviewed research results are expected to be published by July 2019. As the 
research advances beyond its early stages, the results have also inspired efforts for further investigation to develop 
BEFU for treatment of other blood disorders, including sickle-cell disease and as a universal blood substitute 
using the isolated macromolecule from this plant. If successful, the development of a safe and effective blood 
substitute would greatly improve the emergency treatment of accident victims, wounded soldiers, and patients 
undergoing cardiac surgery; address the chronic blood donor shortage; and address the concerns of  those with 
religious objections to receiving transfused blood. 

The findings from this Harvard-Cameroon research collaboration, that led to the discovery of the 
remarkable components of this plant, constitute a potential major breakthrough in the treatment of anemia. Over 
2 billion people in the world suffer from  anemia, including 42% of pregnant women and 47% of children younger 
than 5.2–4 The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 12.8% of maternal deaths are attributable to 
anemia.4,5 The effects of anemia – from poor pregnancy outcomes, to cognitive impairment, to reduced work 
productivity – adversely impact health and economic development.3,5 Major disparities in prevalence of anemia  
and access to treatment exist, where Low and Middle Income Countries (LMIC) account for about 90% of all 
anemia-related disabilities. Recent studies show the lowest concentrations of mean hemoglobin and highest 
anemia prevalence in countries in south Asia, and in west and central Africa.2–4 But this discovery in Cameroon 
could also significantly benefit the USA.“As Congress Woman Karen Bass said in her remarks during the summit, 
global health is local health, and discoveries made over 4000 miles away can benefit local people here in the 
USA. BEFU is a clear example of such a discovery. Just imagine 2 billion people including those in the USA 
benefiting from this plant. And this is just the beginning. As an African diaspora scientist in the USA, I could not 
be prouder to be associated with this international Institute for global health and economic development,”  said 
Dr Eric Tanifum, professor at Baylor College of Medicine, who co-chaired the Phytomedicines session at Harvard 
during which the IPI was launched.  
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Phytomedicines in global health, food security and climate change 
 In 2012, the World Health Assembly approved an action plan with a proposed target of 50% reduction in 
anemia in women by 2025. However, improvements have been marginal especially for low and middle income 
countries (LMIC).2,6 Current global trend rates suggest that it will take over 60 years for women’s anemia to reach 
prevalence rates of 15%.2  Even worse, it will take more than 100 and 150 years  to achieve this rate in LMIC in 
south Asia and central Africa, respectively. These data and projections reflect poignant underlying global health 
disparities in the prevalence of anemia and lack of access to treatment, with LMIC accounting for 89% of all 
anemia-related disability.3,4,7 Interestingly, this blood plant discovery was made in a country in Central Africa, 
but most of the population in this country don’t know this remedy right in their midst, with the lack of technology  
or the level of research  that the collaborators from Harvard brought. In India, where cows are considered sacred 
by Hindus and where there is considerable anemia, BEFU could be a major source of much needed natural and 
accessible heme iron. “Long live the cows!” Dr Ngwa exclaimed, while presenting some results from this 
Harvard-Cameroon collaborative research at the recent Global Health Catalyst summit at Harvard.  
 Meanwhile, in a  recent study published in Science,8 it is estimated that animal agriculture contributes 
15% of global greenhouse gas emissions. This includes emissions from feed production; enteric fermentation; on-
farm mechanical equipment and energy use for livestock; soil and manure management; aquaculture; transporting, 
processing, packaging, and retail of animal products; and land-use conversion. Other estimates including those of 
the Worldwatch Institute report that over 51% of global greenhouse gas emissions result from animal agriculture, 
which also accounts for the photosynthesis that is foregone by converting land for grazing,  methane’s global 
warming potential and the tonnage of livestock produced worldwide. These studies suggest that plants with heme-
iron and nutrients usually only found in meat, could provide a vital alternative to reduce  global warming.  In 
2016,  Congress under the leadership of Rep. Christopher Smith passed the Food Security Act. In the Statement 
Of Policy Objectives listed in this act, was the statement that it is in the national security interest of the United 
States to promote global food security, resilience, and nutrition, consistent with national food security investment 
plans, which is reinforced through programs, activities, and initiatives that—accelerate inclusive, agricultural-led 
economic growth that reduces global poverty, hunger, and malnutrition, particularly among women and children. 
BEFU’s chemical composition gives it high nutritional value, making it a good source of protein, heme-iron and 
other vital blood elements found in the plant, which could become a veritable boon for  women, children and 
growing number of vegans and vegetarians. Also reports show that feeding 10 billion people sustainably by 2050, 
will require also addressing an 11-gigaton greenhouse gas mitigation gap between expected agricultural emissions 
in 2050 and the target level needed to hold global warming below 20C (3.6°F), the level necessary for preventing 
the worst climate impacts. “The development of such phytomedicinal products with many micronutrients reported 
in this Harvard-Africa project is a major aspect of food security that takes climate change into account. I am 
ready to begin growing this plant in my farm in South Africa and helping scale these phytomedicine products 
across Africa.” said H.E. Dr Brylyne Chitsunge, the Pan-African Parliament Ambassador for Food security and 
CEO of El Passo Farms in South Africa, who co-chaired the launch of the IPI at Harvard.  “I want some of this 
for myself and the people of Kenya I serve”  said H.E. Professor Peter Nyongo’, Governor of Kisumu County 
Kenya, and former Minister of Medical Services.  He is now working to develop an MOU for collaboration 
between Harvard and  Kenya. 
 
Medical Cannabis, and an opportunity for Unprecedented Health and Wealth from Medicinal Plants 
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 Another blockbuster plant with medicinal value highlighted during the launch of the IPI was Cannabis. 
Over 33 states in the USA, Canada, and a growing number of countries have now legalized medical cannabis. 
The National Institutes of Health and WHO encourage research on medical cannabis for treating different diseases 
including pain, cancer, neurological disorders and so forth. In his keynote address during the launch of the Harvard 
IPI, the Minister of Industry, Commerce, Agriculture and Fisheries from Jamaica, the Honorable Audley Shaw, 
lauded the initiative that could significantly advance the development of evidence-based products from this plant 
as well as economic development.  During the launch, Harvard Professor, Gary Strichartz, Director of the Pain 
Center at Brigham and Women’s Hospital,  provided an excellent talk on the need for more research on Medical 
Cannabis, which is burgeoning into an industry worth hundreds of billions of dollars.9 Companies that value 
research and quality assurance of the products will have the competitive advantage. 
“The internet and social media were almost breaking in Nigeria, as they watched the launch of the Harvard IPI 
highlighting the medicinal potential of cannabis,” said H.E. Betty Anyanwu-Akeredolu  First Lady of Ondo State, 
whose forward looking husband is being praised  by many for his bold action as the first governor in Nigeria 
seeking Nigerian government investment in global medical cannabis market as an opportunity for health and 
economic development. 
  It is estimated that of the 300,000 plant species that exist in the world, only 15% have been evaluated to 
determine their pharmacological potential. Nearly a billion people worldwide use medicinal plants, BUT with 
little or no standardized scientific evidence and poor accessibility to pharmaceutical grade products. To change 
this unhealthy reality in the global health landscape, top scientists and faculty from Harvard and the world’s best 
Universities are teaming up via the IPI in unprecedented alliance with phytomedicines stakeholders, industry 
pioneers, local governments, as well as over a billion stakeholders (users of medicinal plants) to generate 
evidence-based phamaceutical grade products with scientifically established efficacy and toxicity assessment for 
global health, and economic development. The IPI will provide an advanced information and communications 
technology platform, with the use of artificial intelligence, that can rapidly assess medicinal plants submitted by 
stakeholders, advancing them for scientific analysis that informs local populations about the evidence base. For 
any plants observed to have significant medicinal value, the intellectual property will be shared with the 
submitting person/community, creating wealth for that person/community/country.  
 
Harvard IPI’s growing partnerships with millions of dollars in commitment 

The Harvard IPI is seed-funded by Brigham and Womens Hospital and Dana-Farber Cancer Institute at 
Harvard Medical School and growing funding from industry partners. The Harvard Global Health Catalyst 
summit concluded with a commitment of over 6 million dollars in funding at the launch for this initiative alone, 
with rapidly growing interest from other industry and partners. “The Harvard Global Health Catalyst is really 
having an impact, and is set to have even greater global impact, I am happy to collaborate with Harvard In this 
initiative” said Professor Sulma Mohammed of Purdue University and council member of African Organization 
for Research and Training in Caner. “We look forward to collaborating with Harvard on this important initiative 
and serving as catalyst for global health and economic development creating jobs even here in the USA,” said 
NFL legend Calvin Johnson and his partners former football players Rob Sims and Jason Strayhorn, who are 
founders of Locker Room Consulting and Primative. The group signed a commitment to collaborate with Harvard 
together with NESTRE, a recent start-up pioneering cutting-edge solutions addressing brain health and CTE, 
especially for NFL players. Johnson recently invested in the  medical cannabis sector and the comitment with 
Harvard will include quality assurance and investigations with smart technology to address debilitating pain.  



 
 
 
	
	
	

	
	

	

Harvard Institutes of Medicine suite 333, 4 Blackfan Circle, Boston,  
MA-02115, USA, Tel: +1-617-532-9300; www.ghc.bwh.harvard.edu  

Other industry partners are delighted to be part of the initiative. “It is a great delight for Flavocure Biotech Inc 
to be an industry partner of the Harvard IPI. Flavocure’s association with the IPI provides opportunity for the 
expansion of ongoing collaboration with Harvard and all the other distinguished academic and industry partners 
of the IPI,” said Dr. Henry Lowe and Dr Ngeh Toyang, Executive Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of 
Flavocure Biotech Inc, respectively, a fast rising company championing the development of plant flavonoids for 
treatment of cancer and cancer associated pain. 
 A number of Ambassadors and government leaders from around the world attended and participated at 
the Harvard Global Health Catalyst summit and launch. They welcomed the launching of the IPI, with its health 
and economic development goals. “It was a great pleasure to take part in this very important Summit! I will be 
travelling to Mozambique to meet with the Minister of Health and looking forward to discussing the next steps of 
collaboration to benefit healthcare and economic development in Mozambique,” said 
Carlos dos Santos  Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the Republic of Mozambique to the United 
States of America “I look forward to catalyzing a visit of Harvard and USA delegation with investors and 
healthcare industry executives  to Mali to promote healthcare and economic development,” said H.E. Mahamadou 
Nimaga Ambassador of Mali to the USA. “It was a pleasure to participate in the Harvard Global Health Catalyst 
Summit.  I look forward to helping develop collaboration between Harvard and Zimbabwe including in 
phytomedicines for economic development and global health working with the Minister of Health of Zimbabwe. 
said  H.E Ammon Mutembwa Ambassador of Zimbabwe to USA. “I have a medicinal plant I will be submitting 
for investigation in a collaboration with Harvard,”  he added. 
 
A delegation from Harvard and IPI partner institutions and Industry are now planning visits to several LMIC 
countries to rapidly move the phytomedicines initiative and other global health action to implementation phase in 
these countries, beginning in Jamaica on June 30th, 2019.  “We think that this association with Harvard will benefit 
scientific research in Jamaica; with the attendant commercialization of our plants, herbs and spices, dedication 
of increased farm land for organic production, utilization of indigenous knowledge protected by intellectual 
property rights and patents, this will lead to increased economic development, health, wellness and wealth,” said 
Julius W. Garvey, M.D (son of legendary figure Marcus Garvey) in a communication with  honorable Minister 
Audley Shaw of Jamaica.  
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