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Enabling effective communication in health, regulation and research. 
 

What is Kew’s Medicinal Plant Names Services (MPNS)? 
 

 A global resource of the plant names used for 14,000 of the most widely used and traded medicinal 

plants, from globally diverse health traditions. Common, drug, pharmaceutical (pharmacopoeia), pin yin, 

trade and scientific names from regulations and relevant literature are linked to an up to date 

nomenclature and taxonomy from Kew’s botanical resources. 

 A suite of Information Services, including an online portal (accessed via www.kew.org/mpns), which 

enables many professions working with medicinal plants, in regulation, health and research, to access 

information about medicinal plants and plant products. 

 You can see examples on how to use this free online names service and portal at the end of this 

document.  
 

Why is MPNS needed? 
 

Medicinal plants are used and traded globally and are known by different names in different communities, and health 

traditions. The same name can also be applied to different species. The result is that organisations and individuals 

often use different names for the same plant, but can also use the same name for different plants. This can impede 

professionals who need to access reliable information about medicinal plants and communicate accurately and 

effectively about them. To find all the information published about a particular plant, and to ensure that you are 

checking data correctly, you will need to know all the possible names that have been used, and any possible 

ambiguities or other confusions that may arise. 
 

Particular relevance to CITES? 
 

The MPNS resource is freely available via the MPNS portal, this can assist CITES parties with the day-to-day 

work of CITES, and may be suitable as the standard reference for Medicinal Plants in the future. 
 

 You can search the MPNS portal using any category of name (common, trade, scientific, etc.) and it 

will find: 

 all the plants that the name has been used for, e.g. a search using the term ‘ginseng’ reveals 

that it can apply to herbal substances derived from 12 different plants. 

 for each plant searched, the current accepted name; its scientific synonyms (any of these might 

be on the CITES application or permit); its non-scientific names from medicinal regulations and 

literature, including pharmaceutical (pharmacopoeia) names which are often Latinized and 

superficially resemble the  proper technical scientific name. 

 up to date information. New versions of the resource are released onto the portal quarterly to 

reflect updates and changes in Kew’s underlying taxonomy due to improved knowledge and to 

include names collected from new additional references. The resource is versioned and a 

summary of changes made between versions is available. 
 

See the appendix below for a full run-through of the portal features. 
 

 The MPNS team also offer training including a basic introduction to plant names, and best practice 

when using them. 

http://www.kew.org/mpns


Kew’s role? 
 

Kew hosts and curates the International Plant Name Index (IPNI) (www.ipni.org), the World Checklist of Selected 

Plant Families (WCS) (www.kew.org/wcsp) and The Plant List (www.theplantlist.org). MPNS has built upon these 

existing plant name resources to create an authoritative database of medicinal plants and their names. The inclusion 

of non-scientific names (trade, pharmaceutical and common names in different languages) linked to the scientific 

names of the plants they refer to makes Kew’s taxonomic information more accessible and relevant to a wider 

audience. 
 

The MPNS resource is built by collecting scientific and non-scientific plant names as they are used in the relevant 

legislation and medicinal literature, including pharmacopoeias, monographs, ethnobotanical surveys, natural 

products research and regional works. 
 

MPNS uses the scientific names in each reference to link the non-scientific names to a current and comprehensive 

taxonomy in Kew’s existing taxonomic databases. 
 

What does MPNS offer? 
 

In addition to the free-to-use portal, MPNS can also provide additional novel information services but fees may apply. 

These include but are not limited to: 
 

 validation and enrichment of plant name lists, suggesting corrections, and providing current accepted 

names and full synonymy 

 mapping lists of plant names to those used by other organisations or publications 

 download of versioned lists for use in client database system 

 machine to machine services allowing other databases to access MPNS 

 training in best practice when using or recording medicinal plant names or when constructing IT 

systems to contain such names 
 

Recognition for MPNS by global health regulators 
 

The Services that MPNS provide are enhancing the safety, quality and effectiveness of medicinal plant use, 

regulation and research. Evidence of this success has been the adoption of a “controlled vocabulary” from MPNS 

by the US, EU, and Japanese health regulators and the World Health Organisation. The vocabulary is a core 

component of a new International Organization for Standardization (ISO) data standard for all medicinal products 

globally. Find out more here: 

http://www.kew.org/discover/blogs/kew-science/kew’s-plant-names-services-adopted-global-health-regulators 
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Project Partners and Collaborators 
 

We work with many organisations and our partners including: 
 

 Dr Uwe Schippmann and the IUCN Medicinal Plant Specialist Group 
http://www.iucn.org/ur/node/24663 

 World Health Organisation, Uppsala Monitoring Centre http://www.who-umc.org/ 

 United States Food and Drug Administration http://www.fda.gov/ 

 United States Pharmacopoeia http://www.usp.org/ 

 European Medicines Agency http://www.ema.europa.eu/ema/ 

 European Scientific Cooperative on Phytotherapy http://escop.com/ 

 Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/medicines-and-healthcare-products-regulatory-agency 

 British Pharmacopoeia https://www.pharmacopoeia.com/ 

 British Herbal Medicine Association. http://bhma.info/ 
 

Further information 
 

Visit the MPNS website for further information and to search the portal: www.kew.org/mpns 
 
Email: MPNS@Kew.org 
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