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Abstract
Background: Corchorus olitorius L is a naturally growing green leafy vegetable used for various medicinal
purposes worldwide. Several studies conducted elsewhere indicate that the plant is used for treating
cardiac insufficiency, infertility, wounds, malaria, typhoid fever, female and ulcers. However, in Uganda
most studies that define medicinal plants do not reveal Corchorus olitorius L as being one of them. As a
result, there is dearth of documented information regarding its medicinal benefits in the country. In order
to bridge this gap, we conducted a study to establish the traditional medicinal uses of Corchorus olitorius
L in Oyam District, Northern Uganda.

Methods: We employed an ethnobotanical survey using quantitative approach of data collection and
analysis. We randomly sampled 246 participants from 40 villages and four sub counties from Oyam
district. Data was collected using an interviewer-administered semi-structured questionnaire and
analyzed for descriptive statistics using SPSS v20 software.

Results: We collected a total of 239 valid questionnaires giving a response rate of 97 %. The study found
out that 231 (96.7%) of the participants ate Corchorus olitorius L whereas 185 (77.4%) used it for
medicinal purposes. Interestingly, they used it mainly for treatment of joint difficulties (58.12%) and
gastrointestinal disturbances (31.19%).  

Conclusion: Corchorus olitorius L is predominantly used as a medicinal plant for the treatment of joint
and gastrointestinal complications.

Background
Globally, an estimated 25-50% of  drugs prescribed are derived from plants (1) of which 80%  have their
uses related to their original ethnopharmacological purposes (2). Traditional knowledge of plant uses
provides a criterion for the pharmaceutical industry to develop the plants (materials) into products (3, 4).
Unfortunately, there is poor documentation of the traditional medicinal uses of most of these plants as it
is often secretly verbally passed on from one generation to another (5, 6). This leads to high risk of loss
of knowledge about plants with medicinal values.

Corchorus olitorius L (also commonly known as Jute mallow and locally referred to as Otigo nino by the
Langi people of Northern Uganda), is one of the green leafy vegetables used as traditional medicinal
plant in different parts of the world. It belongs to the genus Corchorus, the family of tiliceae. The genus
Corchorus comprises an uncertain number of species, with estimates ranging from 40–100. The genus
Corchorus probably originated from Africa, with a secondary center of diversity in the Indo-Burmese
region. Corchorus olitorius L (C. olitorius) is widespread over tropical Africa and is also found in Nepal,
Pakistan, India and Northern Australia. In Africa it occurs from Senegal in the west, east to Somalia and
south to South Africa (7). C. olitorius seems closest to Corchorus aestuans, but this particular species has
winged fruits (7). C. olitorius has alternate, simple, lanceolate, finely serrated leaves and small (2–3 cm
diameter) yellow flowers with five petals plus a multi-seeded fruit capsule (7). It can be easily identified
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by the 3 small horns at the top of the slender capsules, which split at maturity with 3 valves. C. olitorius is
propagated by seed (8), although it is occasionally tolerated as a wild vegetable in crop fields with
selective weeding, or grown in home gardens. It grows rapidly in the rainy season with flowering occurring
continuously about 6 weeks after germination and seeds maturing at 90–110 days from the time of
sowing and can be found throughout the year (8). C. olitorius is normally found in savanna, woodland
and scrub vegetation, and often grows as a weed. It can be found up to 1700 meter altitude, but is
generally grown below 700 meters. In the lowland African tropics, the plant is collected throughout the
year. Although it thrives best during the rainy season, it is a drought resistant plant. It can persist up to a
month without rainfall, but irrigation improves its growth rate and yields. It also tolerates a high level of
rainfall but is very sensitive to excessive water when young. Favorable temperatures range from 22–35°C
and diurnal variations within this bracket encourage leaf development. C. olitorius can be grown in a
range of soil types but well-drained, alluvial or sandy loams are preferable. A soil pH of 6.5–7 is
favorable, but it tolerates a pH range of 5.5–8.5 (7, 8). About 40 days after sowing, when the plants have
made adequate foliage, harvesting is done every fortnight by topping the leafy shoots. Topping
encourages branching and hence gives a higher yield. As flowering occurs concurrently with new leaf
formation, flowers of leafy shoots are removed. Fruits become brown when mature and are harvested
before shattering the seeds; they are threshed and winnowed to obtain seeds for sowing (7, 8). C. olitorius
is used as a traditional medicine among various communities (7) for the treatment of: malaria, typhoid
fever, female fertility, heart failure, ulcers (7), cold and tumours (9). The plant is also reported to be a
demulcent, deobstruent, diuretic, lactagogue, purgative, and tonic (9).

A number of ethnobotanical studies have been conducted in Uganda to define medicinal plants but they
do not reveal C. olitorius (10-14). Examples include: a study conducted in 2007 by Okello and Ssegawa in
Ngai and Apac (15) and another by Kamatenesi conducted in 2011 in Oyam district, (16) both of which
were carried out in Northern Uganda. These studies focused on plants with medicinal uses but C. olitorius
was never mentioned. The only study during which C. olitorius was mentioned as a medicinal plant for
treating muscle spasms was conducted by Tabuti and others in Bulamogi (Eastern Uganda) (17).
However, this study did not specifically focus on C. olitorius. Due to the fact that most of the
ethnobotanical studies conducted in the region and Uganda remain silent on C. olitorius as a medicinal
plant, there is limited documentation of its traditional medicinal uses in the country.  

We therefore conducted an ethnobotanical survey to investigate the traditional medicinal uses of C.
olitorius among selected community members of Oyam district, Northern Uganda. Specifically, the study
set out to establish: the medicinal use (s), the plant part (s) used, the mode of preparation, the route of
administration and the dosage.

Methods
In this study, we set out to describe the traditional medicinal uses of C. olitorius by communities of Oyam
district in Northern Uganda. Findings from the study reveal that the plant is a highly consumed vegetable
as well as a medicine. The main traditional medicinal uses of C. Olitorius we identified were related to the
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musculoskeletal disorders (63.78%) and gastrointestinal abnormalities (34.05%). These medicinal uses
included: joints pain and stiffness; bone pain and weakness; muscular rigidity; gastric ulcers, obstruction
and constipation (Table 1). The study participants reported using leaves for medicinal uses. They boiled
and ate the leaves as food on a regular basis.

The use of C. olitorius for joint and bone pains could probably be attributed to the fact that the plant is
rich in calcium which favors bone mineralization thus strength. This in turn prevents fractures coupled to
enhancing fracture healing (24). C. olitorius use in the treatment of joint pains could as well be explained
by its antioxidant activity. Antioxidants are recognized for their ability to activate differentiation of
osteoblasts, enhance bone mineralization and reduce osteoclast activity (25, 26). The relief of joint and
bone pains as well as menstrual pains could be attributed to the anti-inflammatory effects of C. olitorius.
Owoyele and others in their study described the anti-inflammatory effects of C. olitorius to be due to its
phytochemical constituents that have the potential to reduce the level of inflammatory mediators (27).
According to a study conducted in Zimbabwe, C. olitorius is used for backaches (28). This is in
agreement with the findings of the current study as the study participants reported using the plant for
body aches and muscular rigidity. It is also supported by the findings of Tabuti and others who reported
that C. olitorius is used for treating muscle spasms (17). This too could be attributed to the anti-
inflammatory properties of C. olitorius (27). Interestingly, the uses of C. olitorius in the current study
(treating joint pain and stiffness) were partly contrary to its uses in other places for example Benin where
the plant is mostly used for cardiovascular and gastrointestinal ailments as well as fever, malaria and
female infertility (29). Perhaps Ugandan natives have not been keen enough to observe the effect of C.
olitorius in these conditions. A study in Bangladesh reported C. olitorius to be rich in beta carotene, iron,
calcium and vitamins A, C and E (9). This discovery supports the findings of the current study where the
participants reported that they used C. olitorius for improving vision, appetite and managing anemia. The
plant is also rich in fiber (30) which makes it useful as a laxative, purgative and for improving digestion
as reported in the present study. The plant has also been reported to be gastro-protective (31) which
supports its use for managing gastrointestinal (GI) disturbances such as constipation, peptic ulcers, and
‘heart burn’. The plant was also reported to aid in parturition. This was in accordance with the findings of
a study conducted by Attah in Nigeria (32). The plant appears to stimulate smooth muscle contraction as
can be noted in its ability to treat constipation, cause purgation and aid in parturition.

In Uganda (Bunyoro-kitara region), the vegetable is used to treat fresh wounds and cuts (33). However,
only one person reported using C. olitorius L for wound treatment in the current study. This is possibly
due to lack of awareness of its values in wound healing. Most of the study participants reported using the
leaves whereas a few use fruits and seeds of the plant for the different medicinal applications. This is in
line with other findings in Bangladesh (9) and in Benin (29). In this study, the leaves were often boiled and
eaten as part of their daily food. The leaves and fruits may be dried as a mode of preservation for further
use whereas the seeds are crushed to form a powder which is used as a herbal tea. This too agrees with
the findings in Benin and Bangladesh (9, 29).
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Results
A total of 239 out of 246 participants responded fully to the questionnaires giving a response rate of
97.15%. Most of the respondents (165 [69%]) were females, majority (76.7%) being in the age group 45-54
years, while 77 (32.2%) had no formal education and 218 (91%) were subsistence farmers.

Traditional medicinal uses of Olitorius in Oyam district

C. olitorius is a widely consumed green leafy vegetable that also has a variety of medicinal uses. We
conducted a cross-sectional ethnobotanical survey among the community members of Oyam district to
delineate the traditional medicinal uses of C. olitorius. From the data that was analyzed, most of the
respondents (96.7%) stated that they use C. olitorius for consumption purposes. More than three quarters
of the respondents (185, 77.4%) reported that they used C. olitorius for medicinal purposes. Out of those
(77.4%), about two thirds (118, 63.78%) used it for the treatment of diseases related to musculoskeletal
systems such as joint pain and stiffness, joint lubrication and strength, prevention and treatment of bone
fractures as well as weak muscles. On the other hand, almost a third of the respondents (63, 34.05%)
mentioned that they used plant for treating gastrointestinal system disorders such as constipation, ulcers,
‘heart burn’, hemorrhoids and poor appetite (Table 1).

Table 1:  Traditional medicinal uses of Corchorus olitorius (N=185)

Medicinal uses Frequency Percentage
(%)

Musculoskeletal system  118 63.78
Joint pain and stiffness,  Joint lubrication & strength,  Prevent bone fracture in case
of accident and       enhance fracture healing,   Bone pains,   Muscle rigidity
(contractures),  Weak muscles &  Waist pain during menstruation
Gastrointestinal system 63 34.05
Appetizer, Constipation, Heartburn,  Ulcers, Purgation,  Flatulence, Gastrointestinal
obstruction, Hemorrhoids, Abdominal pain,  Painful swallowing &  Poor digestion
Reproductive system  02 1.08
Improve fetal health and Ease parturition
Cardiovascular system 06 3.24
Blood boosting (Anaemia), Relieves engorged blood vessels,  Sickle cell disease &
 Relieves engorged blood vessels
Immune system 03 1.62
Low immunity especially in TB patients     & Enhance recovery from sickness
Other uses 10 5.41
Headache,   Malnutrition, Scabies, Smoothening rough voice,   Mental problems,
Poisoning,  Poor vision &  Wounds

 
 


Source: Data from respondents (December, 2018)

Parts of olitorius used for medicinal purposes in Oyam district
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Plant part used  Frequency Percentage (%)

Leaf 162 88

Fruit 21 11

Root 2 1

Total 185 100

C. olitorius Frequency Percentage (%)
Mode of Preparation 
 

 Boil 182 98
Crush fresh 2 1
Dry & make powder 1 1
Total 185 100
Route of administration 
 

 Oral 184 99.5
Topical 1 0.5
Total 185 100
Dosage 
 

 As food 184 99.5
As drink 1 0.5
Total 185 100

The study also set out to find out which parts of C. olitorius were used by the study participants for the
medicinal purposes. Findings from the data analyzed indicated that most of the study participants (88%)
used the leaves of C. olitorius. (Table 2).

Table 2: Parts of C. olitorius used for medicinal purposes (N=185)

Source: Data from respondents (December, 2018)

 Mode of preparation, route of administration &
dosage of olitorius in Oyam district

Another objective of the study was to find out the
mode of preparation of the plant, routes of
administration and the dosage used by the study
participants. After analysis, the findings revealed

that majority of the participants (182, 98%) boiled the plant before use while quite a few either crushed it
or dried and made powder. On the matter of the route of administration and dosage, almost all
respondents (184, 99.5%) stated that they ate as food. There was thus no specific quantifiable dosage
(Table 3).

Table 3: Mode of preparation, route of administration & dosage (N=185)

Source: Data from respondents
(December, 2018)

Discussion
In this study, we set out to describe the
traditional medicinal uses of C.
olitorius by communities of Oyam
district in Northern Uganda. Findings
from the study reveal that the plant is a
highly consumed vegetable as well as
a medicine. The main traditional
medicinal uses of C. Olitorius we
identified were related to the

musculoskeletal disorders (63.78%) and gastrointestinal abnormalities (34.05%). These medicinal uses
included: joints pain and stiffness; bone pain and weakness; muscular rigidity; gastric ulcers, obstruction
and constipation (table 1). The study participants reported using leaves for medicinal uses. They boiled
and ate the leaves as food on a regular basis.

The use of C. olitorius for joint and bone pains could probably be attributed to the fact that the plant is
rich in calcium which favors bone mineralization thus strength. This in turn  prevents fractures coupled to
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enhancing fracture healing (24). C. olitorius use in the treatment of joint pains could as well be explained
by its antioxidant activity. Antioxidants are recognized for their ability to activate differentiation of
osteoblasts, enhance bone mineralization and reduce osteoclast activity (25, 26). The relief of joint and
bone pains as well as menstrual pains could be attributed to the anti-inflammatory effects of C. olitorius.
Owoyele and others in their study described the anti-inflammatory effects of C. olitorius to be due to its
phytochemical constituents that have the potential to reduce the level of inflammatory mediators (27).
According to a study conducted in Zimbabwe, C. olitorius is used for backaches (28). This is in
agreement with the findings of the current study as the study participants reported using the plant for
body aches and muscular rigidity. It is also supported by the findings of Tabuti and others who reported
that C. olitorius is used for treating muscle spasms (17). This too could be attributed to the anti-
inflammatory properties of C. olitorius (27). Interestingly, the uses of C. olitorius in the current study
(treating joint pain and stiffness) were partly contrary to its uses in other places for example Benin where
the plant is mostly used for cardiovascular and gastrointestinal ailments as well as  fever, malaria and
female infertility  (29). Perhaps Ugandan natives have not been keen enough to observe the effect of C.
olitorius in these conditions.   A study in Bangladesh reported C. olitorius  to be rich in beta carotene, iron,
calcium and vitamins A, C and E (9). This discovery supports the findings of the current study where the
participants reported that they used C. olitorius for improving vision, appetite and managing anemia. The
plant is also rich in fiber (30)  which makes it useful as a laxative, purgative and for improving digestion
as reported in the present study. The plant has also been reported to be gastro-protective (31) which
supports its use for managing gastrointestinal (GI) disturbances such as constipation, peptic ulcers, and
‘heart burn’. The plant was also reported to aid in parturition. This was in accordance with the findings of
a study conducted by Attah in Nigeria (32). The plant appears to stimulate smooth muscle contraction as
can be noted in its ability to treat constipation, cause purgation and aid in parturition.

In Uganda (Bunyoro-kitara region), the vegetable is used to treat fresh wounds and cuts (33). However,
only one person reported using C. olitorius L for wound treatment in the current study. This is possibly
due to lack of awareness of its values in wound healing.  Most of the study participants reported using
the leaves whereas a few use fruits and seeds of the plant for the different medicinal applications. This is
in line with other findings in Bangladesh (9) and in Benin (29). In this study, the leaves were often boiled
and eaten as part of their daily food. The leaves and fruits may be dried as a mode of preservation for
further use whereas the seeds are crushed to form a powder which is used as a herbal tea. This too
agrees with the findings in Benin and Bangladesh (9, 29).

Conclusions
In summary, C. olitorius has a variety of traditional medicinal values and is highly consumed in Oyam
district, Northern Uganda. Interestingly, the major medicinal use of C. olitorius in the study area in the
treatment of musculoskeletal ailments such as joint pain and stiffness, joint lubrication, prevention of
bone fractures and muscle rigidity. The main parts of C. olitorius used for treatment purposes are the
leaves which are boiled and eaten as food with no defined dosage. Despite the widespread medicinal use
of C. olitorius, its mechanism of action is not understood. We recommend that the mechanism of action
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of C. olitorius should be investigated and validated in order to inform any pharmaceutical development. 
Further ethnobotanical studies also need to be conducted in other regions of the country in order to
provide a more comprehensive documentation of the plant’s traditional medicinal uses.
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