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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

A Wiser Wave of the Future
Bevin Clare, President, American Herbalists Guild

T

here are as many different types
of herbalists as there are herbal
medicines, and at times it may seem
that we have little in common with
each other. The one thing that ties us
together is a love of and respect for plants and a
deep appreciation of their utility and wisdom.
In some parts of the world, it is easy to be
an herbalist today and have little to no contact
with actual plants. Sometimes it seems to
me that the bulk of my work as an herbalist
consists of clacking away at a keyboard (like I
am doing right now) and requires less time in
the forests and fields. I imagine many of you
can relate to this juxtaposition. Yet as herbalists
we continually return to the source itself: the
plants.
We discuss sustainability in this issue of
the JAHG – a concern that is close to all of our
hearts. Sustainability ties together various areas
of our work, but also presents challenges in
some of the aspects of working with medicinal
plants. One of the things we love the most is
the use of medicines that are wild and free. I
often think of herbalists as a bit on an unruly
non-conformist bunch (gasp!) and this seems to
be a common thread in the different countries
and cultures where I have met herbalists. The
idea of a medicinal plant naturally growing in a
diverse, beautiful ecosystem is more appealing
on an instinctual level than a medicinal plant
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cultivated in an agricultural monoculture
environment. We also know that plant chemical
composition – and many would say, energy –
differs depending on where and how the plant
is grown. Yet using medicinal plants from the
wild is fraught with sustainability challenges for
many of the plants we love.
I often ponder these heavy questions for
the future: What does an herbal medicine
for the urban masses look like? What are
the possibilities and where we can take plant
cultivation in the coming years? I think about
medicinal plants that are innately sustainable
because of the parts used, their growth
patterns, or their general ability to adapt and
spread. I also think about treasured medicinal
plants that are proving incredibly difficult to
use in a sustainable way, plants that have been
removed from my apothecary shelves within my
lifetime because of their depleted status.
I want to say a huge “thank you” to all of
the herbalists who put their time, energy, and
creativity into making things more sustainable
for the future, a nod to the companies who put
plants before profits, and kudos to the herbalists
who make the hard choices to choose one plant
over another based on issues of sustainability.
I offer a final bow to the herbalists who teach
awareness of today’s sustainability issues so that
we may create a wiser and more ethical wave of
students, clients, and herbalists for the future.
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Infectious Disease from the
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and Tropical Medicine and
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Professor at the New York
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Pharmacy. She is a board
member of the United Plant
Savers, a conservation group
dedicated to medicinal
plants, as well as being the
mother of budding herbalists
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BRINGING THE PLANT STORIES TO A

BROADER AUDIENCE:

An Ongoing Conversation with Ann Armbrecht
of the Sustainable Herbs Program
Harvesting Curcuma longa
(turmeric) in Karnataka State,
India. CREDIT: Ann Armbrecht,
Sustainable Herbs Program

Interview by Susan Marynowski, JAHG Editor

Ann Armbrecht, the Director of the
Sustainable Herbs Program (SHP), is a writer
and Harvard-educated anthropologist whose
work explores the relationships between
humans and the earth, most recently through
her work with plants and plant medicine. She is
the co-producer of the documentary Numen: the
Nature of Plants and the author of the awardwinning ethnographic memoir Thin Places:
A Pilgrimage Home, based on her research in
Nepal.
The Journal of the American Herbalists
Guild interviewed Ann in 2015 for a story
about the SHP. More recently, Ann was a 2017
Fulbright-Nehru Scholar documenting the
supply chain of medicinal plants in India. She
is currently completing a book to tell more of
the story of the herbal supple chain: From Seed
to Shelf: Following Herbs Through the Supply
Chain.
Ann hosted a panel discussion at the 2018
AHG Symposium at Unicoi State Park in
Helen, GA. Since then, SNP has received lots
of positive attention and is moving forward
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with ideas to bring the sustainability message
to broader audiences. We wanted to get an
update from Ann on the panel discussion, the
SHP’s progress, and all of the exciting new
developments coming in the future.
JAHG: Please remind us…when and how did
the Sustainable Herbs Project get started?
Ann: SHP started in 2015 after my 2014
visit to Eastern Europe. Josef Brinkmann, a
Research Fellow focusing on medicinal plants
and botanical supply chains at Traditional
Medicinals, introduced me to Anastasiya
Timoshyna, who is head of the Medicinal
and Aromatic Plant program at Traffic and
was involved in implementing the FairWild
certification program. She invited me to visit
her in Hungary and offered to introduce me to
several FairWild certified operators. I originally
visited these projects for a book I was writing,
but as we visited the processing facilities, I
realized that this is an important story, to map
out the herbal supply chain for all to see.
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Ann: In February 2015, I did a Kickstarter
to get the program going, which raised about
$65,000, mostly from small donations from the
herbal community averaging about $35. It was
a testament to the herbal community that these
funds were raised. I didn’t have any hidden
money to help me get to the goal like a lot of
Kickstarter projects, so herbalists really pitched in
and helped to get their followers to support it. So
this whole project truly is a grassroots effort.
JAHG: I noticed SHP has recently shifted to
being a “Program” of the American Botanical
Council (ABC). Does this change mean that your
program will itself be sustainable?
Ann: Yes! After getting the website up, one of the
main goals was to come up with a long-term home
for the project. I contacted Mark Blumenthal
at ABC to get his advice and the idea of a
partnership came up. The form of the partnership
means that we each have distinct responsibilities.
Most importantly, with this partnership I am
now working with individuals who are incredibly
knowledgeable about the botanical industry
and herbal medicine. In addition, ABC is now
responsible for the fundraising and they provide
technical help with the website. It’s been great to
interact with so many supportive people and get
their advice and input.
Meanwhile, I am working to expand the
depth and the breadth of the program. The
project really arose out of my experience with
herb companies that are already espousing the
values of sustainability and regeneration. Now we
want to bring the information to a much broader
audience and introduce more people to these
concepts, to provide resources to consumers and
companies, and to partner with others in the
industry working on promoting these issues.
JAHG: What are your major activities be
going forward?
Ann: Our mission is to educate and inspire
companies and consumers to support best
practices in terms of sustainable sourcing,
regenerative agriculture, and ethical supply
chains. So we will continue to tell stories of what
changes are happening in the industry and how
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JAHG: I love all of the great content on the SHP
website. How did you get enough support to
travel and make the videos about the sourcing of
herbs all over the world?

they are working. We don’t want to gloss over the
obvious problems, but we do want to tell stories
about how things are working in a good way to
inspire further change.
We are also working to collaborate with
others working on these issues, so that as more
people are talking about this, more changes can
be made. Right now we are collaborating with
the newly formed Sustainability Committee of the
American Herbal Products Association (AHPA),
United Plant Savers, Traffic, and others. I am
excited about a possible new video project on
wild harvesting of Appalachian herbs. It is quite
complex and we want to find a way to tell that
story without simplifying it, but also without just
focusing on what might be wrong with the supply
chain.
JAHG: How are you working with FairWild?
Ann: The FairWild standard is not widely known
in the US – Traditional Medicinals is one of the
few US-based FairWild-certified companies. The
objective of the standard (http://www.fairwild.
org/standard) is to ensure that plants are being
wild harvested in a sustainable way. There is also
a fair trade component in the FairWild standard
so that harvesters might someday be able to get
better rates of pay for engaging in sustainable
harvesting practices. In many cases companies
and consumers don’t even know they are using
wild plants, so FairWild is important because it
brings traceability and transparency to sourcing
wild harvested plants. More companies need to
become involved for the standard to succeed and
so we are working to help raise awareness about
the standard.
JAHG: The panel discussion that you hosted
at the AHG 2018 Symposium was one of the
highlights of the conference [see summary below].
During the discussion, social media came up as a
place that could have both positive and negative
effects on the sustainability of herbs. How can
social media be used to best advantage in this
effort?
Ann: What came up in the panel discussion was
broadly about the pros and cons of promoting
and glorifying wild harvesting, as often happens
on social media. To me, the most disturbing
parts were the comments about how some of the
favorite harvesting areas around Asheville were
being depleted by the growing numbers of herb
students in the area.
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Five Steps to Support Sustainable and Ethical Sourcing of Herbs:
Summary of the AHG Symposim Panel Discussion, October 2018

Ann Armbrecht organized a panel at the American Herbalist Guild 2018 Symposium. Panelists were Katie Commender, Jeannie
Dunn, Elise Higley, Janet Kent, Kat Maier, and CoreyPine Shane. Each herbalist spoke about their perspective on the challenges
and opportunities of developing sustainable and ethical supply chains of herbal medicine, followed by a lively large-group
discussion, which has been summarized here into five key points.
1. Caring for the Commons: How to change the mindset?
What are the deeper changes that need to happen to support this shift, beyond telling students and clients which companies to
purchase from? Participants agreed that we need to reawaken a sense of community stewardship and undo the capitalist model
of seeing plants as objects rather than as living entities with which to enter into a relationship. Many people shared ideas for
teaching in ways that show that it is about falling in love with plants, not about consuming a product. We also discussed the
importance of moving beyond thinking about sustainability to regeneration and to building worlds that are alive and resilient.
2. Pricing
Collectors, growers, and medicine makers talked about the challenges of pricing. Plants are the least expensive step in the
medicine-making process. Those directly working with plants as collectors or growers are the lowest-paid workers in the
supply chain. Until mindsets and pricing structures change, it is very difficult to create initiatives that support sustainable
and ethical sourcing.
3. Creating Supply Webs
How to move from disjointed supply chains to webs or networks that link stakeholders within a bioregional context?
Participants brainstormed about ways to build networks, both as a sources of plants and medicine, and also as networks
for teaching. Participants agreed that herb schools are one obvious center for developing networks, where graduates would
naturally be linked as collectors, growers, medicine makers, and sellers. Perhaps an organization like AHG could facilitate
these conversations and document stories about how networks are developing in different bioregions.
4. Education
How can we embody the aliveness of the relationship with plants that brought many of us to herbal medicine when we teach
about these plants? Participants agreed that with the growing population and demand for herbs and herbal training,
education needs to evolve beyond the models of the 1970s. A number of people emphasized the importance of having a direct
relationship with the plants, both a relationship with the plants growing in the earth (rather than simply buying a product)
and an understanding how plants are handled on an international scale (which can be shocking to those who haven’t
considered where herbs come from before).
5. Actions
How can herbalists support a shift toward more sustainable and equitable supply chains for medicinal plants in their classes
and their practice? Some of the specific actions identified included:
• Consumers can ask questions and push back on segments of the herb industry that peddle low-quality herbs that are
produced in an exploitive manner. Consumers can use information about sourcing and scarcity to bring purchasing into
alignment with awareness of the plants.
• Companies can take the opportunity to educate their customers about herbal supply chains and about why herbs may be
out of stock at certain times or for reasons of scarcity. Companies can ask themselves what size makes sense and think
about the scale of their impacts throughout the supply chain.
• Growers can take advantage of training and technology to improve their processes and harvests. Growers can look to
mimic wild conditions in their cultivation practices.
• Medicine makers can be aware of the sources of their plant materials and can look for analogues for over-harvested plants.
Medicine makers can seek to make the most efficient use of the plant material available to them.
• Teachers can include detailed information about the herb industry in their curriculum, about how plants are used as
medicine and about where they are sourced and by whom. See the SHP curriculum guide at:
www.sustainableherbsproject.com/healthy-worlds/herbalists/teachers/
• Clinicians and healers can offer clients a relationship with a living plant rather than simply prescribing an herbal product.
See the SHP practitioners handout here: www.sustainableherbsproject.com/healthy-worlds/herbalists
• Herb lovers can support the creation of herb sanctuaries that are or deepening our relationships with the plants rather than
for harvesting. United Plant Savers (www.unitedplantsavers.org) is an organization directly working on this front.
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We discussed ways to use social media to
positively influence the discussion. For example,
we just interviewed a number of stakeholders in
the FairWild supply chain to produce a series of
short, in-depth videos looking at some of the issues
around wild plants and the quantities of plants
that are sourced from the wild, some of which
will be used on social media. We aim to raise
awareness so that consumers are asking companies
about where their plants come from. We want to
encourage companies to become FairWild certified
or to adopt similar principles.
JAHG: So let’s talk about some of the actions
that were highlighted in the panel discussion. For
example, one of the conclusions was that herbalists
and consumers should “Push back on segments of
the herb industry that peddle in low quality herbs
that are produced in an exploitive manner.” What
would this look like in practice?
Ann: When I studied herbal medicine in the early
2000s, the teachers would recommend certain
companies to buy herbs from. A lot has changed
since then and since the time I started SHP. A
number of companies are no longer owned by their
original founders, so it is no longer as simple as
saying, “Buy herbs from these companies.” The
herbal community needs to go the next step and
talk about specific practices and their impacts.
Then we will be able to say, “Trust this company
because of X, Y, and Z practices.”
We need to be asking companies how the
plants are harvested and how the products are
made. And we also need to recognize that it is a lot
of work to do this right! I’ve written about this on
the SHP site, where we’ve collected resources and
information on best practices and where to find
more information and resources for consumers
and companies. It ultimately comes down to the
question I set out to answer when I began this
project: Where do herbs come from?
In a recent SHP interview with Josef
Brinkmann, he said, “If every company – or say
100 companies – picked one plant out of the 100
plants they source and decided to dig deeply into
its supply chain, we could make a lot of progress.
I talk to companies at Supply Side West and
they ask me, ‘What can I do?’ And I say, ‘Just do
something! Get curious! Pick one plant and go to
its source…I guarantee when you get there and you
look around, you’ll figure out something that needs
to be done’” (www.sustainableherbsproject.com/
wildlife).
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JAHG: What can an individual herbalist or a small
company do right now to help?
Ann: As herbalists, we can ask companies
questions so they know we are paying attention:
“Where do the herbs come from?” “How do you
know?” “Have you visited?” “How often do you
visit?” “How long do you stay when you visit?”
And so on. As Sebastian Pole, co-founder of Pukka
Herbs told me, “You have to stay beyond the dogand-pony show to see what is really happening in a
harvesting or growing operation.”
As Josef advised, the first thing for companies
themselves to do is to know where their herbs
come from. If a company has limited resources,
pick just one herb and go back to the source and
see how it is grown or harvested. See who is doing
the work. How are they caring for the land? How
are the people being treated?
There are resources out there for improving
practices of small companies. We have outlined
these on the SHP website. Even if a company isn’t
going to be FairWild certified, the standard offers
an excellent guide for doing internal assessments
of the wild-harvested plants that they source.
There is also the Climate Collaborative (www.
climatecollaborative.
com), an organization
that provides
resources for
companies to move
the needle on a lot of
issues, from farming
practices to waste and
energy use to a lot
of other things that
will help. A company
can make a pledge
of the steps that they
will take and Climate
Collaborative will
– Josef Brinkmann
provide support.
For growers,
there is a lot of interesting work on regenerative
agriculture. Herb farmers can go beyond organic
certification and seek Regenerative Organic
Certification (www.regenorganic.org), which is
a holistic agriculture certification encompassing
pasture-based animal welfare, fairness for farmers
and workers, and robust requirements for soil
health and land management. Another important
resource is the Soil Carbon Initiative (www.
soilcarboninitiative.org/), which has developed a
standard to improve soil health
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Pick one plant and
go to its source…
I guarantee when you
get there and you
look around, you’ll
figure out something
that needs to be done…

Journal of the American Herbalists Guild

17

BUSINESS OF HERBALISM

and build soil carbon through regenerative
agriculture practices. SHP has interviews with
people involved in all of these initiatives and
will be posting them soon on the SHP blog
(www.sustainableherbsproject.com/blog).
JAHG: Besides asking questions, is there a place
where someone can easily look up the sourcing
or scarcity of a particular herb?

Example of the student work in a
2018 Goethean plant study of
Pinus strobus (Eastern white pine)
led by Erika Galentin of
Sovereignty Herbs.
CREDIT: Erika Galentin,
Sovereignty Herbs,
www.sovereigntyherbs.com

...the old model was
“plant spirit medicine”
versus “medicine-making”
education, and there really is
so much more to explore in
between those two extremes...
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Ann: We are beginning a series of posts on the
SHP website that will tell the story of each plant
and the journey the plant has made – where it
grows, how it is cultivated, how it is harvested,
and how it is distributed. Steven Foster has
written the first of a three part series on Serenoa
repens (saw palmetto) berry, that talks not only
about the ecological history of the plant in its
natural habitat, but also looking at how the plant
is harvested and what the supply chain looks like.
These stories of the journeys that plants
make are such an important part of the picture.
I think the plant stories would be useful as an
information source and as a teaching tool. It is
so hard to get this information right now. I would
love input from herbalists about what sort of
information they want or need to know about the
plants.
JAHG: What can an herbal educator do right
now to help?
Ann: One of the most interesting parts of the
panel discussion was how the herb world has
changed since the models of education were
developed in the 1970s and 1980s. There
are so many more people getting into herbs
now. In the old model, there was “plant spirit
medicine” versus “medicine-making” education,
and there really is so much more to explore
in between those two extremes. People in the
session talked about the need to shift from
an extractive educational model of harvesting
herbs as medicine to a model that emphasizes
deepening students’ relationships with the plants.
The attendees discussed creative ways of bringing
these practices into their classes.
For example, I have really enjoyed Craig
Holdrege’s 2013 book, Thinking Like a Plant:
A Living Science for Life, which explores the
Goethean ways of knowing plants. Holdrege
talks about time spent drawing the plant, paying
attention to the plant, steps for teaching that
relationship as a way of learning the medicine
of a plant, and being in a living relationship
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with that plant. We are also seeing schools and
individuals rethinking how much plant material
they need to harvest and use. Instead of making
massive quantities of tinctures that may be
wasted, it’s an opportunity to think about the
best way to diversify how we teach about plants
and adjusting our teaching and interactions to
the present situation.

plants that we use as herbalists and consumers
and educators should have this plant-people
connection throughout the supply chain. So
the plants are not just commodities that are
anonymously bought and sold, but that the plantpeople relationship is present at each step of the
journey.

The beautiful fairy wands
of Actaea racemosa
(black cohosh) in a woodland
cultivation setting.
CREDIT: Rotary Botanical
Gardens (Janesville, WI),
public domain

JAHG: Do you have a favorite herb?
JAHG: What is your vision for the outcomes
of the SHP effort?
Ann: I am drawn to herbal medicine because of
my relationship with the plants. Ideally, all of the
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Ann: Black cohosh… because I’m from West
Virginia, my love of Appalachian herbs is coming
out. And black cohosh is so much in need of our
care and attention!
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