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Joelle Karnwhine, a postgraduate at Shanghai University of 
Traditional Chinese Medicine, sees great opportunities for TCM in 
Africa. — Ti Gong

joint disorder related to a 
clicking, painful jaw.

“All any dentist or doc-
tor ever told me was: ‘Yeah, 
there’s something wrong with 
your jaw. Try not to open your 
mouth too wide or eat hard 
things,’” she said.

But after a massage and 
acupuncture session, the 
symptom disappeared for the 
first time in 10 years.

While acupuncture and 
massage are becoming more 
commonplace in the US, 
herbal medicine is having 
a tougher time entering the 
mainstream market.

Tien said traditional Chi-
nese medicines st i l l are 
classed as “dietary supple-
ments” and are not as strictly 
regulated as prescription or 
over-the-counter drugs. No 
license is required to sell 
them.

The road to these “supple-
ments” being categorized 
as prescription or over-the-

Acupuncture has become popular in the United States. — IC

Shanghai Hutchison 
Pharmaceuticals’ 
Danning tablets are now 
available in Canada.

counter drugs is long and 
winding, especially for com-
pound preparations. The 
requirement for three phases 
of clinical trials deters most 
Chinese makers of tradition-
al medicine from seeking to 
enter the US market.

“It’s an enormous invest-
ment, which might reach 
billions of dollars — way 
beyond the interests of most 
Chinese companies,” said 
Zhan Changsen, vice presi-
dent of Shanghai Hutchison 
Pharmaceuticals.

One example is a type of 
“compound dripping” pill 
widely used in China to treat 
angina. Clinical experiments 
in the US have been con-
ducted on and off for nearly 
two decades, but the treat-
ment has yet to be approved 
by the US Food and Drug 
Administration.

“We need to find other ways 
to introduce our medicines 
to overseas market, but it de-
pends on which market it is,” 
Zhan said.

Hutc h i son  m a kes  a 
t r a d i t i o n a l  m e d i c i n e 
ca l led Dan n ing tablets  
(胆宁片) that has acquired a 
“natural product number” is-
sued by Health Canada and 
is now available in Canadian 
pharmacies as an over-the-
counter drug under the trade 
name Biliflow. The medicine 

is used to treat chronic gall-
bladder inflammation and 
constipation.

“Different countries have 
different requirements for 
herbal medicines,” said Zhan. 
“Canada doesn’t require three 
phases of clinical trials for 
the registration of compound 
traditional medicine prepa-
rations and recognizes data 
collected from China.”

Before entering the Ca-
nadian market, Hutchison 
spent years “standardizing” 
Biliflow. It set up criteria for 
the whole process of produc-
tion to ensure that every 
batch of Bilif low contains 
the same amount of active 
ingredients and has the same 
effectiveness.

“It was a great challenge to 
measure how active ingredients 
are metabolized in the body be-
cause the content is quite low 
generally,” Zhan said.

Zhan explained that the 
effectiveness of traditional 
Chinese medicine is mainly 
questioned overseas because 
of the different theoretical 
systems underlying Western 
and Chinese medicines.

Under the Chinese sys-
tem, prepared herbs are 
c lassi f ied accord ing to 
“ taste  a nd cha rac te r ”  
(性味) and “channel tropism” 
(归经). The later is a core 
feature of herbal property 

theory, which classifies drugs 
acting in the “body’s viscera 
and meridians” to illustrate 
a drug’s effects on a certain 
part of the body.

Under the Western system, 
a medicine is defined by its 
content, character, identi-
fication, composition and 
contaminants, in addition to 
other criteria.

Currently, 15 types of 
herbs, such as panax noto-
ginseng (三七) and red sage  
(丹参), have been included in 
US pharmacopeia, and 14 in 
the EU system.

“But it is still a long way 
to go, especially for com-
pound traditional medicine 
preparations to be globally 

recognized,” Zhan said. “But 
the success of Biliflow broad-
ened our horizon, and we 
believe there will be more 
herbal remedies reaching 
overseas markets.”

Karnwhine is also confi-
dent about her future career 
in traditional medicine.

“I feel it has so much po-
tential that most parts of the 
world have yet to experience,” 
she said. 

“I intend to open a tradition-
al Chinese medicine hospital 
back in my country someday 
and perhaps further expand 
into other African countries 
to give people access to effec-
tive and affordable treatment 
without heavy costs.”


